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accessible calls to action are included that can be adopted by athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners,
policymakers, parents, members of the media, and sport executives so that girls and women can realize
their full potential with equitable access to opportunity and to demonstrate the impact women can have
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Abstract
This purpose of this qualitative descriptive research study was to explore,
describe, and understand the underrepresentation, the challenges and barriers, and the
strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and female executive
leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with six female executive leaders who worked as executive leaders within
NCAA Division I athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States. The
interview questions were guided by the theoretical framework of social role theory.
The data analysis revealed five major categories and conclusions: (a) cultivating
leadership, (b) cultural capital, (c) socially constructed gender roles, (d) structural
pressures, and (e) promoting change. The categories that emerged from the data align
with the literature describing social role theory, a gender-related theoretical lens under
which these issues were examined.
Findings indicate that this research and the data collected add meaningful
information to the literature to support practitioners in identifying inequities and
advancing policies and practices that promote equity for women aspiring to be executive
leaders in collegiate sport. Recommendations for implementable and accessible calls to
action are included that can be adopted by athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners,
policymakers, parents, members of the media, and sport executives so that girls and
women can realize their full potential with equitable access to opportunity and to
demonstrate the impact women can have on the aspirations of future generations.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Despite women’s impressive gains in education and the workplace over the past
50 years, men outnumber women in leadership—specifically in top positions. From
corporate boardrooms to the halls of Congress, universities to the courts, and religious
institutions to philanthropic organizations, men are more likely than women to be leaders
(Hill et al., 2016). Since 1988, women have exceeded the number of men on college
campuses. Women have earned at least one-third of the law degrees since 1980 and
accounted for one-third of medical school students beginning in 1990. Still, given these
statistics, women have not ascended to positions of prominence and power at the rate
they should have in America (Warner et al., 2018).
For the class of 2016–2017 in the United States, women earned more than half of
the bachelor’s degrees (57.3%), master’s degrees (59.4%), and doctorate degrees (53.3%)
(Catalyst, 2019). In 2018, there were 75,978,000 women (about twice the population of
California) aged 16 and over in the labor force, representing 46.9% of that total labor
force (Catalyst, 2019). Women hold 32 (6.4%) CEO positions at S&P 500 companies
(Catalyst, 2022), and the gulf is widening between American women and their
counterparts in peer nations. Although the United States ranked first in women’s
educational attainment on the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index
(2017) of 144 countries, it ranked 19th in women’s economic participation and
opportunity and 96th in women’s political empowerment (Warner et al., 2018). Women
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in leadership positions within male-dominated industries, such as sports, are less likely to
hold leadership positions than their male counterparts (Darvin et al., 2018).
As the Race and Gender Report cards from the Institute for Diversity and Ethics
in Sport (TIDES) reveal, women are underrepresented in positions of power or influence
at senior leadership levels across all sports (Lapchick, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Lapchick et
al., 2019). Women hold a limited number of leadership positions in collegiate sports,
including leadership at the athletic director level within the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA) Division I (14%), Division II (24%), and Division III (33%)
(NCAA, 2021).
While women occupy some executive leadership positions in collegiate sport,
76% of athletic directors running college sports across all divisions (NCAA Division I,
Division II, and Division III) are men, with 24% women (NCAA, 2021). Women occupy
36% of associate athletic director positions and 36% of assistant athletic director
positions (NCAA, 2021). In the most recent NCAA Division I Race and Gender Report,
of the 351 NCAA Division I member schools, women occupied 50 (14%) of the director
of athletics positions. In contrast, men occupied 301 (86%) of the director of athletics
positions (NCAA, 2021).
The NCAA is a member-led organization with more than 500,000 college athletes
across the three divisions, Division I, Division II, and Division III. The athletes compete
for 1,100 member schools in all 50 states (NCAA, 2021). More than 350 Division I
schools field more than 6,000 athletic teams and provide more than 184,000 studentathletes with opportunities to compete in NCAA sports each year, with a median
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undergraduate enrollment of 8,960, which is more than double the combined median size
of Division II (2,428) and Division III (1,740) members (NCAA, 2021).
The NCAA governance structure consists of legislative bodies composed of
volunteers from member schools. These legislative bodies and committees govern each
division and set an NCAA-wide policy. Committees manage topics affecting sports rules,
championships, health and safety, matters impacting women in athletics, and
opportunities for minorities (NCAA, 2021). The Board of Governors, the NCAA’s
highest governing body, consists of presidents and chancellors from each division along
with five independent members. The board provides strategic planning for the NCAA,
such as adopting and implementing policies to resolve core issues and other NCAA-wide
matters. The board also initiates and settles litigation, provides final approval and
oversight of the NCAA’s budget, and employs the NCAA president—the only national
office staff member who plays an active role in the governance system as an ex officio
member of the Board of Governors (NCAA, 2021). All NCAA-wide governing bodies
are charged with upholding and advancing the NCAA’s core values of fairness, safety,
and equal opportunity for all student-athletes. Neither the NCAA-wide committees nor
the Board of Governors has the authority to enact legislation directly. Still, they can
influence and guide by recommending legislation to each division, where it can be
reviewed through the Divisions’ legislative processes (NCAA, 2021).
The NCAA Division I governance members adopt bylaws governing Division I
through two legislative processes. These two systems are referred to as autonomy and
council governance. Both methods comprise input from presidents and chancellors,
directors of athletics, other athletics administrators, coaches, faculty representatives,
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conference personnel, and student-athletes from Division I schools and conferences.
NCAA committees populated by membership personnel conduct the division’s day-today business and establish strategic direction for the future (NCAA, 2021).
NCAA Division I’s committee structure oversees everything from championships
administration and sports oversight to strategic planning and the overall health of
Division I. The student-athlete voice is an essential component of the Division I
governance structure. Two Division I Student-Athlete Advisory Committee members
participate and vote in the Division I Council meetings, the division’s primary policymaking body. The Student-Athlete Advisory Committee also has student-athlete voting
on each of the seven standing committees of the Council. Students also participate
actively in the autonomy governance structure. Conferences choose 15 student-athletes to
be part of the 80 votes on autonomy legislation. Many of these potential regulations—as
well as proposals to change existing policies—develop within the committee governance
structure throughout the year, while member conferences submit other legislative
measures (NCAA, 2021).
The NCAA Division II Governance employs a democratic style of authority in
which all member schools vote on and hold themselves accountable to various policies
and procedures. Division II has stood by its “one institution, one vote” system since the
division was established in 1973 (NCAA, 2021). Bylaws governing Division II are
adopted through a membership-driven legislative process that culminates annually in a
voting session during the NCAA Convention. That process includes input from Division
II presidents, athletics administrators and staff, coaches, faculty athletics representatives,
conference personnel, and student-athletes who volunteer to serve on dozens of NCAA
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committees to conduct Division II’s day-to-day business and establish strategic direction
for the future. The membership receives assistance from staff members at the NCAA
national office in Indianapolis, who help administer Division II affairs (NCAA, 2021).
The student-athlete voice is an essential component of the Division II governance
structure. Two Division II Student-Athlete Advisory Committee members participate and
vote in the Division II Management Council meetings, the division’s primary policymaking body. The Student-Athlete Advisory Committee also votes on all proposals at the
NCAA Convention. Division II’s vast committee structure manages everything from
strategic planning and budget allocations to championship administration and
marketing/communications. Many of these regulations— as well as proposals to change
existing policies—develop within the committee governance structure throughout the
year, while member schools and conferences submit other legislative proposals (NCAA,
2021).
The Division III governance structure employs a democratic style in which all
member schools vote on and hold themselves accountable to approved policies and
procedures. Division III has stood by its “one institution, one vote” system since the
division was established in 1973. Bylaws governing Division III member schools and
voting conference offices are adopted through a membership-driven legislative process
that culminates annually in a voting session during the NCAA Convention in January.
The approach focuses on the presidents, athletics direct reports, athletics administrators
and staff, coaches, faculty representatives, conference personnel, and student-athletes
from Division III institutions and conferences who volunteer to serve on dozens of
NCAA committees (NCAA, 2021).
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The committees, led by the Division III President’s Council, conduct the
division’s day-to-day business, ranging from championship administration to budget
allocations, collecting feedback from the membership, and establishing strategic direction
for the future. The NCAA national office staff in Indianapolis assists the membership by
administering the committees. The student-athlete voice is a critical component of the
Division III governance structure. Two Division III Student-Athlete Advisory Committee
members participate and vote in the Division III Management Council meetings, the
division’s primary policy-making body. The Student-Athlete Advisory Committee also
takes a position and engages in debate on critical proposals at the NCAA Convention.
Many of the Division III regulations—as well as suggestions to change existing
policies—develop within the committee governance structure throughout the year. At the
same time, member institutions and conferences submit other legislative proposals
(NCAA, 2021).
History of Legislation
Hiring women in the college sports workplace reveals an uneven picture of
progression and regression. In the 1970s, women dominated coaching and athletic
administration positions when women’s athletics programs were separate from men. With
the passing of Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972 (2018), women fell
behind in leadership positions as men’s and women’s programs were merged
(Staurowsky, 2016).
Before the enactment of Title IX (Education Amendments Act of 1972, 2018), the
Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW) had oversight and
controlled women’s athletics and opportunities when women dominated 90% of the
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coaching and administration positions before the Title IX (2018) implementation (Acosta
& Carpenter, 2014). However, in 1982, the NCAA assumed control of the AIAW, and
many schools combined their men’s and women’s athletic programs, appointing males to
run the combined programs, with approximately 21% of females remaining as athletic
directors (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Staurowsky, 2016).
The number of female head coaches in women’s intercollegiate sport sharply
declined from 90% in 1971 to 25% in 2021 (NCAA, 2021). Typical of this decades-long
problematic hiring and retention pattern, only 25% of all head coaches at the college level
are women (NCAA, 2021). Of the 15,123 NCAA head coaches of men’s teams in 2020–
2021, only 525 of those positions were held by women (NCAA, 2021). Disparately, men
have gained many opportunities to coach female student-athletes in the same period. By
2021, men were head coaches of 59% of women’s teams, while women held only 6% of
all head coaching positions of men’s teams (NCAA, 2021; U.S. Department of Education
[USDOE], n.d.).
The passage of Title IX (1972) was preceded by the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
which prohibited discrimination based on race, color, national origin, or religion in all
federally assisted programs, but sex discrimination was not included. In 1970, 6 years
following the passing of this Title IX of 1972, Congress held the first hearings on sex
discrimination in higher education which led to the development of Title IX (2018)
(Pasque et al., 2011). Title IX (2018) states the following, “No person in the United
States shall, based on sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or
be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving federal
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financial assistance. —20 U.S.C. §1681” (National Coalition for Women and Girls in
Education [NCWGE], 2012, p. 1).
Following the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s came the passage of
Title IX of 1972, which supported a change in policy and the purpose of educating
women (Pasque et al., 2011). An increased focus on civil rights and civil liberties for all
supported the development of the second movement of feminism and the passage of Title
IX (2018) more appropriate and compelling. The inequalities within government-funded
programs, especially collegiate athletics, were instrumental in advancing a climate of
equality at higher education institutions (Pasque et al., 2011).
According to the U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (OCR),
Title IX of 1972 is a federal law that has had a profound impact on the educational
experiences of students by generally barring sex discrimination in schools that are
supported by federal funding which states: “No person in the United States shall, on the
basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected
to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial
assistance” (para. 1). Athletics are considered an integral part of an institution’s education
program and therefore covered by this law. It is the responsibility of the USDOE, OCR,
to ensure that athletic programs are operated in a manner that is free from discrimination
on the basis of sex (HEW, 1979).
Title IX (2018) was intended to promote gender equity in all areas, including
higher education, career education, education for pregnant and parenting students,
employment, learning environment, sexual harassment, math and science, standardized
testing and technology, and athletics (NCWGE, 2017). Title IX provides guidelines,
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procedures, and tools for addressing inequities and discrimination against male and
female students in the educational system. It is not an entitlement program that offers
unique benefits for girls and women (NCWGE, 2017).
The HEW (1979) regulation 34 C.F.R. Part 106, implementing Title IX, contains
specific provisions relating to athletic opportunities. It also allows individual institutions
considerable flexibility in achieving compliance with the law. A policy interpretation was
issued to clarify the athletic requirements in the Title IX regulation to provide colleges
and universities with more guidance on applying the law. The regulation standards clarify
the obligations of colleges and universities in three primary areas: student interests and
abilities, athletic benefits and opportunities, and financial assistance (HEW, 1979).
According to the HEW (1979), the Title IX regulation specifies that male and
female students’ athletic interests and abilities must be accommodated equally and
effectively. Compliance with this factor is assessed by examining a school’s
determination of its students’ athletic interests and abilities, selection of offered sports,
and competition levels, including opportunities for team competition. A college or
university must accommodate, to the same degree, the athletic interests and abilities of
each sex in the selection of sports. Levels of competition must provide opportunities for
intercollegiate competition and team schedules that equally reflect the competitive
abilities of male and female athletes. Compliance in this area shall consider equal
opportunities for levels of competition in which male and female athletes, in proportion
to their participation in athletic programs, are provided equivocally; and the institution
has a history and continuing practice of upgrading the competitive opportunities available
to the historically disadvantaged sex (HEW, 1979).
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The Title IX (2018) regulation specifies factors that must be considered in
determining whether equal athletic benefits and opportunities are available to both male
and female students and identifies that financial assistance, such as athletic scholarships,
is required to provide reasonable opportunities for such awards to members of each sex in
proportion to the participation rate of each sex in intercollegiate athletics (HEW, 1979).
While Title IX (2018), undoubtedly, has had a significant positive impact on the
prospects and possibilities available for girls and women in sport, gender discrimination
and stereotyping have impeded the attainment of gender equality in sport (Staurowsky et
al., 2020).
Research shows that the lack of opportunity and funding continues to
disadvantage female athletes despite school athletic programs becoming more gender
equitable (Staurowsky et al., 2020). Trahan (2016) posited that the processes used in
enforcing Title IX and Title IX regulations regarding athletes need to be strengthened in
terms of what Title IX requires for equal access to athletics opportunities, equal
treatment, and equitable allocation of athletic scholarship support when girls and women
play sports. The historical record is replete with evidence demonstrating that the path to
full compliance under Title IX has been riddled with setbacks and delays (Staurowsky,
2016).
While the USDOE’s OCR and the U.S. Department of Justice’s Civil Rights
Division are charged as federal agencies with Title IX oversight, the intention at the core
of the enforcement mechanism is willing and affirmative compliance with the law
because of its mandate to serve all students best and to do so with a solid and responsive
monitoring system at the local level (HEW, 1979). To foster transparency in terms of the
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allocation of financial resources to men’s and women’s athletic programs, the EADA,
passed in 1994, requires colleges and universities to report participation data annually
and budget allocations broken out by gender in a report posted to the USDOE, EADA
(n.d.) website and on individual schools’ websites (HEW, 1979).
The increase in female sports participation over time and the decrease in the
representation of women in sport leadership positions in some industry sectors is an
abiding paradox for women working in the sport industry. As more girls and women
moved into the playing ranks, there would be a proportional increase in hiring women as
coaches, administrators, and sport executives, but this has not materialized (Staurowsky,
2016).
Since the implementation of Title IX in 1972, despite increased opportunities for
girls and women to participate in sports, women are underrepresented in leadership
positions in all areas and at all levels of sport (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). Title IX, the
federal legislation that prohibits discrimination based on sex in education programs that
receive federal money, was implemented. The law covers sex discrimination in education
programs that receive federal aid and was established to set a standard for institutions to
maintain gender equity in sports (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014).
With the implementation of Title IX, female participation in sports increased
exponentially; however, leadership positions such as athletic directors and coaches were
being dominated by men (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). The AIAW had oversight and
controlled women’s athletics and opportunities before the enacting of Title IX. Before
implementing Title IX, women dominated 90% of the coaching and administration
positions (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). However, in 1982, the NCAA assumed control of
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the AIAW, and many schools combined their men’s and women’s athletic programs,
appointing men to run the combined programs, with only approximately 21% of women
remaining as athletic directors (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Staurowsky, 2016).
Reasons for the underrepresentation and the challenges and barriers that women
working in intercollegiate athletics have experienced have been identified and include
ideologies about sports participation, stereotyping of leaders, issues of discrimination,
gendered organizational cultures, being unsupportive of work-life balance, and practicing
contradictory practices of gender normalcy that influence hiring and retention of women
in leadership positions, lack of knowledge about available opportunities, and the lack of
role models and mentors (Bower et al., 2015; Burton, 2015; Hancock & Hums, 2016;
Samariniotis et al., 2016; Taylor & Hardin, 2016). Some researchers claim a culture of
masculinity exists within many facets of college sport, which may contribute to the
underrepresentation of women (Walker et al., 2011; Walker & Bopp, 2010; Walker &
Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
Anderson (2009) argued that sport “actively constructs boys and men to exhibit,
value, and reproduce traditional notions of masculinity” (p. 4). Competitive sport serves
as a social institution organized around defining certain forms of masculinity as
acceptable while denigrating others. Further, sport operates as a space to express and
reproduce hegemonic masculinity in which one form, exclusively heterosexual and
physically dominant masculinity, maintains its dominance by suppressing all other forms
of masculinity and subordinating women (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). This is
important to note, as women are often situated as “other” in the social institution of sport.
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As athletes, coaches, managers, or leaders, women in sport are under constant scrutiny
(Kane, 1995).
Problem Statement
According to Staurowsky et al. (2020), women in sport have indicated that many
factors negatively impact the representation in collegiate sport leadership. Even though
women account for 44% of all sports participants in the United States, a discrepancy
exists that disadvantages women and girls in sport (NCAA, 2021). As a consequence of
that disadvantage, women and girls lose out on athletic, social, educational, and financial
opportunities. Sometimes they are subjected to abuse and harm (Cense & Breckenridge,
2001; Kavanagh et al., 2017; Kerr & Stirling, 2012; Sabo et al., 2016; Staurowsky, 2016;
Stirling & Kerr, 2013).
There is a lack of evidence regarding to what extent and in what ways the
challenges, barriers, culture, and structure of collegiate sport affect the
underrepresentation of women executive leaders in their ascension to these positions and
what strategies are needed to mitigate these challenges and barriers in advancing gender
equity for women and girls who have been underrepresented and disadvantaged in
collegiate sport (Staurowsky et al., 2020). Social role theory is the theoretical framework
under which these issues were examined.
Theoretical Rationale
Social role theory was utilized as this study's framework to understand better what
may be happening to women in collegiate sport leadership. Social role theory was
developed based on meta-analyses by Eagly (1987) as a gender-related theory to
determine whether biology or society decides our behaviors. Eagly determined that sex
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roles or social roles are influenced by our society (Dulin, 2007; Eagly et al., 1995; Eagly
& Wood, 1982; Koenig & Eagly, 2014). Social role theory asserts that men and women
are socialized in many ways to fulfill expectations due to preconceived gender roles.
Social role theory explains the causes and patterns of psychological sex differences and
similarities in behavior, which addresses why men and women sometimes behave
differently (Koenig, 2017). The idea of gender roles or beliefs about how men and
women act is a central tenet of social role theory. Gender roles create expectations about
men’s and women’s behavior, which individual men and women are then socialized and
taught to fulfill. The central tenets of social role theory include how the idea approaches
cross-cultural variation in sex differences, the formation of stereotypes, the processes by
which the gender roles influence behavior, the cause of gender roles, and the implications
for change in gender roles and stereotypes (Eagly & Wood, 2012; Koenig & Eagly,
2014).
Social role theory proposes expectations regarding men’s and women’s societal
roles. These expectations affect the roles society perceives men and women should
occupy and the qualities and behavioral tendencies that are stereotypically demonstrated
by each gender (Eagly & Wood, 2012). Within these socially constructed expectations,
women are often described as possessing communal attributes such as nurturing,
helpfulness, and affection. Those attributes are perceived as most appropriate for women
to demonstrate (Eagly & Wood, 2012). At the same time, men are often described as
possessing agentic attributes such as self-confidence, aggression, and dominance as most
appropriate for men to demonstrate (Eagly & Wood, 2012). Eagly and Karau (2002)
claimed that when others perceive individual behavior to be inconsistent with these
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socially constructed expectations, individuals may experience repercussions for not
demonstrating perceived appropriate stereotypical gender roles.
Hughes and Seta (2003) defined gender role stereotyping as forming specific
expectations and assumptions regarding individuals’ abilities and behavior based on their
gender roles. Stereotypes are created based upon cultural and societal beliefs or one’s
own beliefs about women and their roles in the workforce. They are formed based on
observations about social functions in the workforce and occupational roles (Koenig &
Eagly, 2014). The significance of social role theory and gender stereotyping applies to
women in sport leadership. Brescoll (2016) claimed the most influential psychological
theories of gender and power have all emphasized the significant role of gender
stereotypes in explaining the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions.
Social role theory uses a structural approach to sex differences, such as structural
pressures (family, organizations, and communities), which have caused men and women
to behave differently. The perception is that people have a social role based solely on
their gender. These stereotypic gender roles are formed by social norms that apply to
people of a specific category or social position. Social norms are shared expectations
about appropriate qualities and behaviors (Eagly, 1987). According to Eagly (1987),
“Social role theory of sex differences promotes a view of social life as fundamentally
gendered, given current social arrangements” (p. 31). In other words, society has shared
expectations about women, which form female gender roles, and shared expectations
about men include male gender roles. Gender roles are more general and encompass a
more excellent definition of male and female roles. In contrast, social roles are more
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specific to roles in family and work life and guide our behaviors more than the gender we
inhabit (Eagly, 1987).
According to Eagly and Wood (1982), the division of labor is the primary source
of gender roles in each society. Through observations and everyday experiences,
expectations are formed about what women and men do in their daily lives as men and
women engage in various activities, such as performing nurturing activities, and
assumptions that women tend to be warm, nurturing, and caring. Individuals tend to infer
dispositions based on observed behaviors about each sex’s typical attributes, generating
stereotypes about men and women; they believe these attributes are embedded in women
and men’s biological or social experience rather than from social roles, and they hold
differing beliefs or gender stereotypes about men and women’s behaviors based on trait
dimensions of communion and agency (Dulin, 2007; Eagly et al., 1995; Eagly & Wood,
1982; Koenig & Eagly, 2014).
Communal traits are more often ascribed to women than men, with attributes that
consist of friendly, warm, unselfish, concerned with others, and expressive. Whereas
agentic features more often ascribed to men than women are masterful, assertive,
dominant, independent, and competent (Eagly & Steffen, 1984). Eagly and Steffen
(1984) tested the correlation between gender stereotypes and the division of labor using
social role theory. They found that occupational roles are a solid determinant of
judgments of communal and agentic qualities.
Conway et al. (1996) conducted research comparing job status with agency and
communion to test Eagly and Steffen’s (1984) study using social role theory and found
that low-status individuals were more communal than those who were agentic. High-
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status individuals were found to be more agentic than communal. These findings imply
that women, typically associated with being communal, are linked to low-status jobs; in
contrast, men with agentic qualities are associated with high-status jobs.
Eagly and Steffen (1986) conducted considerable research on aggression and
helping behavior using social role theory by using a meta-analysis and found that men are
more aggressive than women and that the difference is more significant for physical than
psychological aggression. The study results also indicated that men and women think
differently about aggression, and this difference could be an essential mediator in
studying aggression. Eagly and Crowley (1986) conducted a meta-analysis to determine
if there were sex differences in helping behavior, such as caring for personal and
emotional needs and helping others attain their goals. According to social role theory,
defining this behavior for men might be heroic. Eagly and Crowley (1986) suggested that
more research using other definitions of helping might be explored to produce better
outcomes, as most research on this topic has been geared toward the male purpose of
helping, which determined men to be more helpful than women. A meta-analysis found
that men were more aggressive than women, with physical aggression greater than
psychological aggression.
Eagly and Johannesen-Schimidt (2001) conducted a meta-analysis using the
social role theory framework concerning transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire
leadership. Leadership styles from experimental settings tend to be gender stereotypical.
According to this study, women exceeded men in transformational and transactional
leadership styles, whereas men exceeded women in laissez-faire leadership styles (Eagly
& Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001).
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A meta-analysis on gender and effectiveness of leaders using social role theory
was conducted by Eagly et al. (1995), who found that male and female leaders are
equally effective. However, men were rated more effective than females when the
leadership role was defined in masculine terms, such as the ability to direct and control
people. Women were more effective when the roles were defined in less masculine terms,
such as the ability to have a good relationship with others.
Social role theory as a theoretical framework has been used to research whether
conservative subordinates would be less satisfied with a women leader regardless of her
leadership style versus liberal subordinates. The results support Eagly’s (1987) analysis
that women with more traditional stereotypes judged women more harshly than those less
stereotypical. Social role theory supports the notion that women in leadership are
considered harsher than men, and they are usually evaluated more negatively than men in
the same positions (Forsyth et al., 1997).
According to Dulin (2007), having an awareness of the expected social roles
within an environment, and being aware that stereotypes and social roles are powerful
tools that most people conform to, whether they realize it or not, is pertinent to all aspects
of our lives—family, work, and community. Dulin (2007) noted that the most powerful
tool of social role theory is to further our understanding of the need for there to be a
continuum of role styles and that until we get away from equating agentic as masculine
and communal as feminine and move toward a continuum of agency to communality,
stereotypes will continue to exist.
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Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges, and barriers that may impede their ascension to executive leadership
positions, and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and
female executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Research focusing
on the collection and analysis of this data will support practitioners in identifying
inequities and advancing policies and practices that promote equity for women aspiring to
be executive leaders in collegiate sport. Understanding this research and the data
collected has the potential to provide implementable and accessible calls to action that
athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners and policymakers, parents, members of the
media, and sport executives can adopt to move forward so that girls and women can
realize their full potential when afforded equitable access to opportunity and the impact
those women’s achievements can have on the aspirations of future generations.
An additional purpose of this study is to aid in addressing problems of
(a) increasing and improving sport participation opportunities for girls and women;
(b) breaking down barriers that prevent girls and women from participating fully in sport,
especially girls and women from marginalized groups; (c) improving and enhancing
Title IX compliance at the college level; (d) addressing equal treatment in sport
workplaces and continuing to promote women in sport leadership roles; and (e)
increasing media coverage of women’s sports. All of society wins when our daughters are
strong and empowered citizens, equipped to take on the world’s challenges and make a
difference that will last for generations to come (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
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Research Questions
The semi-structured interviews were designed to obtain information from the
women executive leader participants who worked within NCAA Division I athletic
programs. These three research questions guided this qualitative descriptive study:
1. What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
2. What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
3. What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities
of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
Potential Significance of the Study
Girls and women continue to face barriers to sports participation. Spending on
sports for girls and women at every level falls short of that for boys and men. Women
working in sport face various issues—from pay inequality to gender bias—that fuel the
need for persistent and strategic efforts to foster gender-inclusive climates and cultures
within U.S. sport organizations (Burton & Leberman, 2017; Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Girls and women from marginalized groups, such as girls and women of color; girls and
women with disabilities; lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer or questioning
(LGBTQ) individuals; and immigrant girls and women, have even fewer opportunities to
work in sport, and they encounter persistently hostile environments that are discouraging,
dismissive, and dispiriting (Staurowsky et al., 2020). And while the hope is there of sport
serving as a haven for girls and women to thrive and grow in transformative ways, for
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some, there is also the heartbreaking reality that girls and women are not safe in sports
environments (Kavanagh et al., 2017; Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Research in sport indicates that athletes have been subjected to physical and
sexual abuse, emotional abuse and neglect, and bullying. This suggests that many
exploitative and abusive practices in an organized sport threaten athletes’ physical and
emotional well-being (Kavanagh et al., 2017). Investigations of abuse in the coach-athlete
relationship suggest that coach-emotional and verbal abuse may be the most frequently
occurring form of abuse in the sport environment, which can be defined as a sustained
and repeated pattern of deliberate noncontact behaviors by a person in a critical
relationship role that has the potential to be harmful to an individual’s affective,
behavioral, cognitive, or physical well-being (Kavanagh et al., 2017). The coach-athlete
relationship is innately one where there is a power imbalance resulting in exploitive and
abusive behaviors that target both female and male athletes by coaches that typically
manifest in either emotional abuse, neglect and bullying, physical abuse, or sexual abuse
(Kavanagh et al., 2017). Coaches often hold all the power, and because of their ability to
make decisions about playing time, scholarships, team selection, and student-athletes
access to training, facilities, and support staff, athletics is a prime climate for the abuse of
athletes (Brake, 2012; Bringer et al., 2002). Because of this power imbalance and the
authoritarian nature of sport, scholars argue that athletics is a prime climate for abusing
athletes (Cense & Breckenridge, 2001; Kerr & Stirling, 2012; Sterling & Kerr, 2013).
The case for achieving gender equity in sports systems in the United States can be
found in some fundamental economic realities. Businesses are 15% more likely to have
financial returns above the national industry median if they are in the top quartile for
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gender diversity (Hunt et al., 2014). Female presence on boards leads to improved
governance. Boards with at least three women score higher in applying corporate
strategy, using conflict of interest rules/codes of conduct, and, more generally, bringing a
different voice to debates and decision-making (Fondas & Sassalos, 2000; Geeraert et al.,
2014; Zelechowski & Bilimoria, 2004). Key benefits offered through organizational
inclusion of women include more significant economic and social impact, 15% greater
productivity, lower turnover rates, increased creativity, broader market appeal, culturally
competent communication, and more global appeal (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Title IX (2018) and gender equity have been used to make the social justice
argument for women’s sports. To do so is right and just. This argument emanates from a
deep understanding of why women matter and what is at stake when girls and women are
shortchanged. However, the argument comes into even sharper focus when we think in
economic terms about the value of women and why women matter in terms of women’s
economic importance:


Women control approximately $20 trillion (about $62,000 per person in the
United States) = 85% of consumer spending (Staurowsky, 2016);



Women comprise 47% of the U.S. civilian workforce (U.S. Department of
Labor, 2020);



Women control 51% of the personal wealth in the United States—an
estimated $29 trillion (about $89,000 per person in the United States) (Mack,
2019);



Women influence 70% to 80% of all consumer purchasing (Brennan, 2015);
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Women are responsible for 48% of new car purchases
(JoinWomenDrivers.com, 2019);



Women make 80% of travel decisions (Rodriquez, 2014);



Women make 80% of healthcare decisions (Stone, 2019);



Women dominated the second running boom, which was a notable increase in
participation in organized races in the late 1990s and early 2000s (Lough et
al., 2016); and



Women exceed men in purchasing shoes, apparel, technology, services, and
events (Harrolle & Klickliter, 2019).

The arguments for gender equality for girls and women in sport are compelling as
it is always the right time to be fair and just in our treatment of each other, whether in
school, the boardroom, the halls of the U.S. Congress, in broadcast media, or on the
athletic field. In this regard, a sports system fails the nation (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Chapter Summary
As we mark the 50th anniversary of the Title IX (1972) passage, there is no better
time for girls and women to participate and work in sports in the United States. The
triumphs of U.S. women athletes around the world who represent the best the nation has
to offer to provide tangible proof of the heights to which women can achieve when
afforded equitable access to opportunity and the genuine impact those women’s
achievements have on the aspirations of future generations. However, addressing the
needs and rights of all student-athletes and women in collegiate sport is a complex issue.
Chapter 1 introduced how women athletes and women sport leaders are still
confronted with challenges that impede their full and fair access to play environments
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that are unwelcoming and leave girls and women to face inequities often. Chapter 1 also
addressed how these inequities present themselves and their impact on women athletes
and women sport leaders by the underrepresentation of women sport leaders, the lack of
sport participation opportunities for girls and women, and the barriers and challenges that
prevent girls and women from participating fully in sport. Additionally, Chapter 1
addressed the lack of Title IX compliance at the collegiate level, unequal treatment in
sport workplaces that fail to promote women in sport leadership roles, abuse and harm to
girls and women in sport, and the economic injustices that negatively impact many girls
and women in our society (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Chapter 1 established a purpose and potential significance of this study, which
may guide college and university governance in leading systemic change focused on
mitigating inequities within NCAA Division I sport. A theoretical lens of understanding
social justice change within organizations was provided as women’s leadership in sport is
theoretically significant because social role theory asserts that it is more difficult for
women to be accepted and successful when obtaining a position held by a man (Eagly &
Wood, 2012; Koenig & Eagly, 2014). This theoretical lens describes how social role
theory impacts the collective action that affects social change when leaders use specific
leadership practices and collaborate effectively with others in their organizations.
Chapter 2 provides a review of the empirical literature on the history of athletics
and women, the intercollegiate athletic culture, the current climate regarding gender
inequities and social injustice of girls and women, gender barriers and experiences of
discrimination, and health and safety concerns of girls and women in sport in the United
States. Chapter 2 also examines the relevant empirical literature and current research
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regarding girls and women’s sports in the United States to identify some of the factors
that contribute to women’s underrepresentation in collegiate sport leadership, as well as
the barriers and challenges that impede their full and fair access to play, compete, and
work; contribute to work and play environments; and leave girls and women with fair and
equitable opportunities (Burton, 2015; Burton & Leberman, 2017, Staurowsky et al.,
2020). Chapter 3 provides the foundation for this study's research design, methodology,
and analysis. Chapter 4 presents a detailed data analysis of the results, findings, and a
summary of results; Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the findings, limitations of
the study, recommendations for future research and practice, and a conclusion.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges, and barriers that may impede their ascension to executive leadership
positions, and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and
female executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Inequities exist in
collegiate sport leadership that impact a sizeable societal population based on gender
(Adriaanse & Claringbould, 2016; Burton, 2015; Staurowsky, 2016; Walker & Bopp,
2010; Walker et al., 2011; Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
Title IX (1972, 2018), a federal law, was developed to ensure school districts and
institutions of higher education that receive federal aid are operated in a manner that is
free from discrimination based on sex, addressing the needs of diverse student
populations and employees, and mitigating these inequities. Research focusing on the
collection and analysis of this data will support practitioners in identifying the inequities
and advancing the policies and practices that promote equity for women who are aspiring
to be executive leaders in collegiate sport and provide implementable and accessible calls
to action that athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners and policymakers, parents,
members of the media, and sport executives can adopt to move forward so that girls and
women can realize their full potential when they are afforded equitable access to
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opportunity and the impact that those women’s achievements have on the aspirations of
future generations.
This literature review examines the relevant literature and current research
regarding girls and women’s sports in the United States to identify some factors
contributing to women’s underrepresentation in collegiate sport leadership positions. The
literature also examines the barriers and challenges that impede girls and women’s full
and fair access to play, compete, and work; to contribute to work and play environments;
and to leave girls and women with fair and equitable opportunities (Burton, 2015; Burton
& Leberman, 2017, Staurowsky et al., 2020).
In the United States, 57.1% of women participated in the labor force in 2018,
making strides across many industries, including positions in traditionally maledominated fields (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). In sports, women have
historically been relegated to the sidelines but women are increasingly transforming the
sports industry and impacting the evolution of sport both domestically and internationally
(Burton & Leberman, 2017; Staurowsky et al., 2020). To understand the change, we must
look to models that point toward new levels of success. We must also understand where
women have been in the sports industry to appreciate their status, with awareness being
the first step to understand better the current landscape (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
The juxtaposition of the increase of female sports participation over time and the
decrease in the representation of women in sport leadership positions in some sectors of
the industry, such as high school and college athletic departments, the slow integration of
workplaces in other sectors, namely sport governance organizations and professional
men’s sports leagues, is an enduring paradox of women working in the sport industry
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(Evans & Pfister, 2020; Staurowsky et al., 2020; Yiamouyiannis & Osborne, 2012). As
more girls and women move into the playing ranks, there would be a proportional
increase in hiring women as coaches, administrators, and sport executives—but this has
not happened (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
While researching this topic, the literature search included a primary focus on
empirical studies conducted between 2010 and 2022. The search terms contained in the
literature searches using various databases included: inequity or inequality and collegiate
sport; sport participation opportunities for girls and women; barriers that limit or hinder
participation; health and safety concerns of females in sport; Title IX and its ongoing role
in supporting the infrastructure for equal access to sport participation for girls and
women; the representation of women working in the sport industry and the climate they
encounter while working in sport; pay equity and equal treatment issues; and the
representation of women working in sports media. The inclusion criteria included the
terms women, girls, gender, sport, athletics, participation, equity, representation,
leadership, collegiate, barriers, and discrimination.
Review of the Literature
The review of the literature establishes support for this study. Table 2.1
summarizes the topics examined and reviewed, listed in order of presentation.
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Table 2.1
Summary of Topics Examined in Review of the Literature
Topic
History of Athletics and Women
Intercollegiate Athletic Culture
Gender Barriers
Health and Safety Concerns

History of Athletics and Women
Title IX (1972, 2018) has profoundly impacted students’ educational experiences
by barring sex discrimination in schools supported by federal funding. The federal law
states: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from
participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any
education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (USDOE, OCR,
2021, para. 1). Athletics are considered an integral part of an institution’s education
program and therefore protected by this law. It is the responsibility of the USDOE and
the OCR to ensure that athletic programs are operated in a manner that is free from
discrimination based on sex (HEW, 1979).
Before the enactment and implementation of Title IX (1982), 90% of the coaching
and administrative positions were held by women, and the positions were under the
oversight of the AIAW, which controlled women’s athletics and opportunities (Acosta &
Carpenter, 2014). However, in 1982, the NCAA assumed control of the AIAW, and many
schools combined their men’s and women’s athletic programs, appointing males to run
the combined programs, with only approximately 21% of females remaining as athletic
directors (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Staurowsky, 2016).
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Title IX (1982) covers sex discrimination in education programs that receive
federal aid and establishes a standard for institutions to maintain gender equity in sports
(Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). Acosta and Carpenter conducted a 37-year longitudinal
study of the athletics job market for females, participation opportunities for females, head
and assistant coaching opportunities for females, administrative opportunities for women,
athletic training employment opportunities for women, sports information directors’
employment opportunities for women, and strength and conditioning coaching
opportunities for women. The data from the study provides evidence that since the
implementation of Title IX, female participation in sports has increased exponentially.
However, despite increased opportunities for girls and women to participate in sports,
they are underrepresented in leadership positions in all areas and levels of sport.
According to Staurowsky et al. (2020), Title IX (1982) has had a significant
positive impact on the prospects and possibilities available for girls and women in sports,
and gender discrimination and stereotyping have impeded the achievement of gender
equality in sports. Research shows that the lack of opportunity and funding continues to
disadvantage female athletes despite school athletic programs becoming more gender
equitable. The processes used in enforcing Title IX and its regulations about athletes need
to be strengthened in terms of what Title IX requires and does not require regarding equal
access to athletics opportunities, equal treatment when girls and women play sports, and
equitable distribution of athletic scholarship support (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
Intercollegiate Athletic Culture
Some researchers claim a culture of masculinity exists within college sport, which
may contribute to the underrepresentation of women (Walker & Bopp, 2010; Walker &
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Sartore-Baldwin, 2013). Anderson (2009) argued that sport “actively constructs boys and
men to exhibit, value and reproduce traditional notions of masculinity” (p. 4).
Competitive sport is a social institution that defines certain forms of masculinity as
acceptable while denigrating others. Further, sport operates as a space to express and
reproduce hegemonic masculinity. One form of masculinity (i.e., exclusively
heterosexual and physically dominant) maintains dominance by suppressing all other
forms of masculinity and subordinating women (Anderson, 2009). This is important to
note, as women are often situated as “other” in the social institution of sport. As athletes,
coaches, managers, or leaders, women in sport are under constant scrutiny (Kane, 1995).
The Walker and Bopp (2010) study examined the experiences of women working
in men’s basketball and the barriers they met in this area. The study participants were
recruited from a significant southeastern NCAA Division I university, and snowball
sampling was used to identify potential participants. Data for the phenomenological study
were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews of 10 female coaches who
were previously or were currently involved in women’s and men’s college basketball to
investigate whether the discrimination and institutionalized practices influenced the
underrepresentation of women in men’s sports. The interview questions were focused on
the role of women in college basketball (both men and women’s), the barriers that exist to
the employment of women in men’s college basketball, the inequalities and
discrimination that women experience, the perceptions of women who are coaching
men’s college basketball, and women coaches’ individual experiences. The study results
revealed the primary themes to be a glass ceiling effect of an “old boys” network versus
an “old girls” network, influences on coaching intentions, issues of fitness and
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overcompensation, and respect, all of which influenced their coaching intentions.
Together, these elements maintain an environment of male hegemony in college sports.
The Kihl et al. (2013) study examined organizational processes involved in a
merger between two gender-affiliated intercollegiate athletic departments at a large
NCAA Division I university. Three research questions that guided the study were:
Research Question 1: How were stakeholders’ reactions gendered; Research Question 2:
What political processes were undertaken in the merger?; and Research Question 3: In
what ways were these political processes gendered? The qualitative study utilized a
phenomenological approach through semi-structured interviews with 57 university
athletic department stakeholders. Gender was the most influential organizing factor in the
Kihl et al. research.
The data analysis showed that gender politics identified in the transition stage
involved stakeholders’ emotional reactions. In the integration stage, gender politics were
evident during the social processes of assessing trust and loyalties and cultural
reengineering. When considering the necessity of merging, hiring outside leadership, and
implementing a communication plan, practical implications for merger facilitation were
noted. Overall, the study furthered the understanding of the gender politics involved in
sports organizations.
Kihl et al. (2013) found gender is pervasive within organizational processes and
attempting to erase social categories is impossible for cultural reengineering and
integration. Key findings of the study uncovered how gender was a pivotal element in
stakeholders’ reactions to the research, gender outlined the political influences on the
merger, and the results showed how gender was central to those processes.
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Walker and Sartore-Baldwin (2013) investigated men’s basketball coaches’
perceptions and overall attitudes toward women in the institution of men’s college
basketball and within the male-dominated organizational culture of the sport. The
sampling of this qualitative phenomenological study was purposive and comprised men
who had coached men’s college basketball and men who had coached both men’s and
women’s basketball. First, this study aimed to identify characteristics of men’s college
basketball that make it a gender-exclusive domain. There was a need to explore the
experiences of those exclusively connected to men’s college basketball. Secondly, to
identify the factors that made men’s college basketball culture different from women’s
college basketball, the experiences of those few male participants who had coached both
men’s and women’s basketball were explored. The data were collected using semistructured, exploratory interviews based on previous research on women coaching in
men’s basketball. The study employed a phenomenological approach when analyzing the
data to capture the essence of those involved, allowing for easy comparison with the
work of Walker and Bopp (2010).
Walker and Sartore-Baldwin’s (2013) study suggested a masculine, genderexclusive, and resistant-to-change culture present in men’s college basketball that may be
a barrier to women in men’s college basketball. As Walker and Bopp (2010) suggested,
women are identified as disadvantaged by men’s basketball’s male-exclusive and maledominant norms. Likewise, Walker and Sartore-Baldwin (2013) suggested men are aware
that they have a clear advantage and more opportunities in men’s college basketball over
their female counterparts, with both men and women accepting these unequal and
prejudiced institutional norms as part of the culture of men’s basketball. This research
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suggests that when examining gender in sport, hegemonic masculinity is useful when
paired with institutional theory because hegemonic masculinity indicates an environment
in which masculinity becomes the status quo, and anything that does not exemplify
heterosexual masculinity is seen as inferior. Overall, the results of these studies support
findings of hegemonic masculinity and institutionalization.
The Lumpkin et al. (2014) study examined whether a glass ceiling persists in
intercollegiate athletics. The purpose of this study was to investigate the gender of the
persons holding athletic administrative positions in intercollegiate athletics in the three
NCAA divisions to determine if the presence or absence of a football team reinforces
organizational bias and the existence of a glass ceiling. This quantitative, nonexperimental, comparative study examined the genders of the individuals responsible for
academics, finance, compliance, facility and event management, fundraising, licensing,
marketing, media relations, ticket operations, and athletic training identified on 1,012
NCAA members’ institutions’ websites. The data analysis used a chi-square test of
proportions, and paired sample t-tests were used to test for significance at the p = .05
level.
The study found significant differences across competitive levels, including
females serving as 6.5% of athletic directors in Division I, 15.2% of athletic directors in
Division II, and 28.4% of athletic directors in Division III. In Divisions II and III,
females were twice as likely to be athletic directors without a football team. The authors
only reported statistical significance at the .05 level—with no discussion of effect size.
The Lumpkin et al. (2014) study concluded that significant differences between
percentages of male and female athletic directors support the existence of hegemonic
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masculinity, homologous reproduction, and persistent gender bias preventing hiring and
advancement of females, thus confirming the perpetuation of a glass ceiling in
intercollegiate athletics.
The Cunningham and Sagas (2007) research revealed that organizational culture
also impacts women’s experiences in sports organizations, as cultures of similarity
marginalize women, and those marginalization’s are institutionalized within sports
organizations. Discrimination can be reinforced when agreed-upon ways of operating
within organizations become institutionalized and accepted.
Walker and Bopp’s (2010) study added insight into the phenomenon that is the
underrepresentation of women in men’s sports. While many reasons for the
underrepresentation of women have been examined in previous literature, the Walker and
Bopp study revealed many gendered barriers that discourage women from pursuing
coaching positions in men’s college basketball. Most of the participants in the study
believed there was a lack of overall acceptance of females’ abilities and contributions to
the team and the organization. This research gathered only the perspective of women and
did not consider the view of men who coached men’s college basketball. Walker and
Sartore-Baldwin (2013) examined men’s attitudes to determine if biases come into play
when hiring women for coaching positions.
The Taylor and Wells (2017) study examined 10 NCAA Division I female athletic
directors. Through semi-structured interviews, barriers and supports were categorized
using a multilevel approach model (i.e., macro, meso, and micro). The multilevel
approach demonstrates how factors shape and are shaped by one another. Results
revealed macro factors, such as power, hegemonic masculinity, inclusive environments,
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stakeholder expectations, and institutionalized gender discrimination. The meso factors
included occupational segregation, family-work life, organizational demography, and
culture. The micro factors had self-efficacy, gender socialization, career intentions, selflimiting behaviors, and human and social capital. Overall, three factors emerged as
support-only factors: inclusive human and social capital environments, while seven
factors materialized as barrier-only factors. The Taylor and Wells study used purposive
sampling because of the limited number of NCAA Division I female athletic directors.
Taylor and Wells (2017) concluded that educating all employees on the benefits
of embracing diversity in the workplace and accepting colleagues of a different gender,
race or ethnicity, religion, or ability is essential. They posited that embracing diversity
and increasing inclusivity is crucial for organizational culture. Women working in these
male-dominated organizations often believe this harassment comes with the territory and
position and become accepting of these toxic behaviors.
In this study, the multilevel approach examined the barriers and supports specific
to NCAA Division I female athletic directors. The scarcity of female athletic directors
and the salient gender stereotypes in athletic administration, or the sport industry in
general, may create increased stereotype threats for females, which are judgments or
treatments of negative stereotypes about a group.
Further research uncovering the effects of stereotype threat on an individual’s
identity and leadership ability may be helpful. Taylor and Wells (2017) suggested that a
comparative research study from the perspective of male NCAA Division I athletic
directors at all levels of analysis may help identify how the intersection of gender, race,
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sexual orientation, class, or disability influences access to opportunities in sport
leadership positions (Taylor & Wells, 2017).
Hancock et al. (2018a) examined the perceived gendered nature of work. The
subsequent segregation of positions in a sport organization implies that men and women
pursue or align career paths based on gender. However, few studies explore how men and
women select a career in sports management, entry into intercollegiate athletic
administration, and the role of gender in career selection. This qualitative study utilized
semi-structured interviews of 34 men and women serving in NCAA Division I
intercollegiate athletic administration roles.
The Hancock et al. (2018a) study findings encouraged additional examination of
the career aspirations of individuals within the sports industry, such as future research in
the gender and career socialization subject area should aim to explore gender differences
throughout various career aspirations of men and women (e.g., athletic director or senior
woman administrator; athletic director of a Division I school versus a non-Division I
school). Additionally, Hancock et al. (2018) suggested that future research on the
organizational structure of an athletic department could be examined, highlighting the
various supports and barriers to career growth for men and women athletic
administrators. The authors also suggested determining how multiple barriers might
differ for men and women and how these might influence their career aspirations.
Similarly, Hancock et al. suggested future research should also investigate the
perceptions of existing sporting industry employees of these barriers and how these
perceptions might differ for men and women. This research may help to gauge better
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additional factors that may influence the career aspirations of men and women within the
sports industry.
The Katz et al. (2018) quantitative study examined and compared the informal
networks of 333 senior woman administrators (SWAs) and 341 athletic directors (ADs)
within NCAA Division I institutions. They used social network analysis, which
investigates social structures through networks and graph theory. It describes networked
systems in terms of nodes and the ties, edges, or links that connect them. A network
approach allowed Katz et al. to move beyond individual perceptions or individual
experiences and toward a more extensive examination of the social environment of
women leaders in sport, exploring whether gendered social networks exist and the
varying characteristics of these networks and foreseeable outcomes for researchers and
practitioners alike. The statistics from a network analysis were too complex for a table.
However, the study found that the SWDs’ network is far less cohesive than the athletic
directors’ networks. The few women in the athletic directors’ networks were located
outside the center of the affiliation networks. Katz et al. concluded that when decisionmakers advise their informal networks of potential job openings or share best-practices
suggestions with their informal networks, they indirectly foster a system of gender
discrimination.
Gender Barriers
Some researchers claim the challenges and barriers identified that women
working in intercollegiate sport have experienced ideologies about sports participation,
stereotyping of leaders, and discrimination issues. Gendered organizational cultures,
including those unsupportive of work-life balance, contradictory practices that influence
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the hiring and retention of women in leadership positions, the lack of knowledge about
available opportunities, and the lack of role models and mentors, have been identified as
reasons for the underrepresentation of women in intercollegiate sport (Bower et al., 2015;
Burton, 2015; Hancock & Hums, 2016; Taylor & Hardin, 2016; Walker & Bopp, 2010;
Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
The Aicher and Sagas (2010) study focused on determining the traits attributed to
coaches and whether sexist beliefs determined their agreement with gender stereotypes
regarding intercollegiate coaches. The quantitative analysis utilized a sample of
undergraduates participating in physical activity classes to allow for a representative
sample of the entire university population while also targeting individuals who were
active in sport and had feasibly developed stereotypes about successful coaches.
Evidence in intercollegiate athletics may support the “thinking coach,” who would be
male stereotypes much like in management positions. Most top posts in intercollegiate
athletics are occupied by men, manifesting a masculine gender norm of the work. The
study’s results indicated coaches were associated with higher levels of male
characteristics than feminine characteristics and displayed evidence suggesting that
sexism does not diminish the relationship between gender and coaching stereotypes.
However, sexism scores were positively and significantly related to masculine scores,
suggesting modern sexism levels are a good predictor of gender stereotypes toward
coaches (Aicher & Sagas, 2010).
The Bower et al. (2015) study examined the traditionally male-dominated sport
industry, evidenced by the continued underrepresentation of women in intercollegiate
athletic administration. The researchers identified barriers that women face in
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administrative positions in intercollegiate athletics. The primary design of this mixedmethods study was quantitative. The Bower et al. study offered unique insights into
women’s challenges in executive positions in intercollegiate athletics. The study explored
career profiles and challenges women working in intercollegiate athletic administration
faced. Several practical implications for women working in intercollegiate athletic
administration originated from this descriptive study, including developing networks,
being prepared to balance work and family, being aware of stereotyping, and gaining as
much experience as possible.
Bower et al. (2015) identified gender stereotyping as the most frequently
mentioned challenge by the participants in their study, followed by job type and
leadership characteristics. Women were stereotyped as nurturing or having communal
attributes, which are not perceived as successful qualities for people in leadership
positions. Thus, the responses by the participants supported research on social role theory
(Eagly, 1983; Hoyt et al., 2009). The perceptions of women having more communal
attributes lend themselves to a typical stereotype that leads to more significant difficulties
in attaining a leadership role and being viewed as influential leaders (Eagly & Karau,
2002).
Bower et al. (2015) found structural forces were indicated as challenges to women
working within intercollegiate athletic administrations, including discrimination, social
networks, and the nature of the profession, with most of the women have experienced
treatment discrimination as opposed to accessing discrimination, which is often related to
proving one’s self and equal pay/wage discrimination.
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Access is denied to an organization, job, or profession based on membership in a
social category (Cunningham & Sagas, 2007). Previous research on this topic revealed
women who wanted to advance in leadership positions within intercollegiate athletics
often experienced access discrimination (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014). Access
discrimination was frequently mentioned as the glass ceiling, and the queen bee
syndrome often referred to as the glass ceiling, is a phenomenon that hinders inclusion
and promotions for women in leadership positions (Hancock et al., 2018b). The Bower et
al. (2015) study results indicated that women in intercollegiate athletic administration
face many of the same challenges today that has been consistently noted in research over
the years.
The Hancock and Hums (2016) study examined the factors affecting the career
development and advancement of senior-level female administrators in NCAA Division I
athletic departments to understand better why women might be absent from executive
levels of management in college athletics. Even though more women work in
intercollegiate athletics than ever, female assistant and associate athletic directors are
declining. As such, fewer women are in the pipeline to achieve the athletic director
position. The qualitative study utilized a phenomenological approach to identify and
understand the dynamics of cultural and social contexts, including race, gender,
education, organizational structure, and social relationships, which influence personal
preferences in career choice and career development. Participants for this study were
selected using purposeful criterion sampling. Twenty women in senior leadership
administrative positions in intercollegiate athletics in NCAA Division I member
institutions at least 30 years of age participated in semi-structured interviews. The
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findings of this study shed light on how personal and contextual factors can influence the
career development of senior-level female administrators in NCAA Division I
intercollegiate athletic administration. The dominant themes affecting career
development were the perceptions of readiness, skill acquisition, gender stereotypes,
organizational structures, interpersonal relationships, and value incongruence.
The Hancock and Hums (2016) research differed from previous studies on women
in intercollegiate athletic administration. Previous studies focused on the perceptions of
women in administrative roles from the perspective of men, coaches, or student samples.
In contrast, the Hancock and Hums study examined the perceptions of actual experiences
of female administrators regarding career barriers and support. The findings in the study
found the concepts of personal and contextual factors are dynamic and complex, and they
illustrate that women may perceive and experience barriers differently in each
organizational context. Given the underrepresentation of female intercollegiate athletic
directors, identifying and understanding these factors may help scholars and practitioners
to develop strategies to assist in the creation of more inclusive organizational structures
and cultures.
Taylor and Hardin’s (2016) study exposed the many challenges experienced by
female Division I athletic directors, including a lack of female mentors; perceptions from
the university that females were not qualified to run athletic departments, especially those
with football programs; and an increased level of scrutiny about females lack of ability
and experiences running a successful athletic department. The phenomenological
qualitative research study was used to understand the challenges and experiences of
female athletic directors. Three research questions guided their study: (a) What
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challenges do women face in becoming athletic directors at the NCAA Division I level?
(b) What career progression of current female NCAA Division I athletic directors? and
(c) What are the experiences of female athletic directors at the NCAA Division I level?
Semi-structured interviews were conducted in Taylor and Hardin’s study (2016)
with a convenience sample of 10 female Division I athletic directors. They found these
challenges were similar to those faced by women in other male-dominated industries and
the challenges fell into the principle of similarity. Research has shown that people will
hire others like themselves. In this case, it was men hiring other men. Like the study by
Walker and Sartore-Baldwin (2013), it is common for women working in maledominated industries to attract increased attention, be evaluated more critically, and
experience less support—especially when new to their organizations.
Taylor and Hardin (2016) found societal norms were present in that women
occupied positions that men traditionally held, so their job performance and decisions
were more scrutinized. They also experienced more barriers to entry for females, such as
unequal assumption of competence, hiring from a principle of similarity, homophobia,
and lack of female mentors. Additionally, lack of time and support, family
responsibilities, and burnout may lead women to leave the profession early. Hence, the
mentoring aspect mentioned by the participants in the study was essential. Women in
leadership positions need to mentor those aspiring to be in those positions and develop a
peer-mentoring network to support one another, enhancing career mobility. The results of
the Taylor and Hardin study demonstrated that women face different obstacles than men
in athletic administration, so it is essential to have the ability to seek guidance from other
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women. This will help aspiring female collegiate administrators overcome societal
gender norms and increase career mobility.
The Wells and Kerwin (2017) study explored potential gender and racial
differences between senior athletic administrators’ self-efficacy, outcome expectations,
intentions, barriers, and support to become NCAA Division I athletic directors.
Dependent variables from social cognitive career theory are three social-cognitive
mechanisms, self-efficacy, outcome expectations, choice goals, and two environmental
factors, barriers and supports. This quantitative, non-experimental, comparative study
surveyed 165 NCAA Division I senior athletic administrators. An analysis of variance
was used to identify social cognitive career theory variations between White males,
women, and racial minority senior athletic administrators.
The analyses revealed significant effects on outcome expectations. The Wells and
Kerwin findings reported an effect size eta squared interpretation of 0.01 (small), 0.09
(medium), and 0.25 (large). The authors did not report confidence intervals. Subsequent
univariate analyses revealed nonsignificant effects on self-efficacy and support. In
conclusion, the study’s authors found no differences in perceptions of support or selfefficacy. Yet, women and racial minority senior athletic administrators perceived lower
outcome expectations, lower choice goals, and more barriers (Wells & Kerwin, 2017).
Using the Career Pathways Survey, Hancock et al. (2018b) investigated 241 sport
management students’ perceptions of barriers to women’s success and upward mobility
in the sport industry. The quantitative, non-experimental, comparative study utilized two
research questions to guide their study: (a) How do male and female sport management
students perceive the leadership labyrinth? and (b) How do male and female (IV) sport
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management students’ perceptions about the leadership labyrinth (DV) differ? An
analysis of variance was utilized in the data analysis process. The analyses revealed a
significant main effect for denial, F (1, 194) = 6.10, p = .01. Specifically, male
participants had stronger beliefs that the glass ceiling was nonexistent or a myth (M =
3.84, SD = .52) than did female participants (M = 3.64, SD = .51). No significant
differences were found for acceptance, resignation, or resilience. Hancock et al. (2018b)
did not report effect size or confidence intervals. In conclusion, the study found that
female sports management students perceived barriers to advancement in the sport
industry, whereas male students did not perceive those barriers for women.
Kane and LaVoi (2018) replicated and extended an earlier study conducted in
1988 by Acosta and Carpenter. They surveyed intercollegiate athletic directors regarding
their attributions for the percentage of female coaches’ decline before the implementation
of Title IX, from 90% in the early 1970s to 43% in 2018. They found significant gender
differences where male athletic directors focused on the attributions of individual women.
In contrast, female athletic directors highlighted organizational factors such as the
success of the old boy’s network.
In their study, Kane and LaVoi (2018) surveyed a nationwide sample of collegiate
athletic administrators to determine their current-day perceptions regarding the
underrepresentation of female head coaches. Significant gender differences emerged in
that female administrators rated institutional variables, such as unconscious
discrimination, as key attribution factors. In contrast, male administrators attributed the
absence to an individual variable such as time constraints due to family obligations. An
unexpected finding compared to the study 30 years previously (Acosta and Carpenter,
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2014) was that female athletic directors, even more strongly than their male counterparts,
believed that a significant contributing factor was women’s failure to apply for the jobs.
The authors found it critical to their analysis and they blamed the behavior on individual
women.
Existing job requirements privilege men, given that gender-role stereotypes are
tied to traditional family arrangements, which gives men a considerable advantage in the
hiring process. Kane and LaVoi (2018) found the underrepresentation of women in sport
leadership roles becomes not a result of innate leadership differences between men and
women but a consequence of barriers created by gender-role stereotypes, which
systematically privilege males over females (Kane & LaVoi, 2018; Taylor & Hardin,
2016).
According to Eagly (2007) and Fine (2009), a masculine ethic is ubiquitous to
leadership notions of being a good leader across many organizational contexts.
Traditional leadership conceptions espouse masculine qualities such as power,
direct/assertive, agency, and command and control over subordinates (Fine, 2009).
Fletcher (2004) also contended that everyday narratives around leadership remain
embedded in images of heroic individualism, authority, and aggressiveness—traits and
behaviors socially constructed as masculine and more often linked to men. Fine (2009)
contended that masculine leadership ideologies persist in male-dominated fields and
occupations. When women can break into male-dominated fields, they are often
marginalized and feel the effects of gendered stereotypes. The leadership construct is
based on masculine traits and ideologies. The social institution of sport features a lengthy
and gendered history where traditional notions of masculinity, such as physicality, power,
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and dominance, are valued and reproduced (Anderson, 2009) and where dominant
masculine ideals and characteristics associated with leadership are more deeply
embedded and persistent than in any other arena (Hovden, 2010). It is widely reported
that women continue to be marginalized and underrepresented in sport leadership
positions, including coaching and administration (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014), due to the
dominant masculine culture of sport (Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
Much of the scholarship examining the lack of women in sport leadership and
coaching focuses on existing female sport leaders and the organizations and systems they
work (Burton, 2015; Burton & Leberman, 2017). Female college athletes represent many
potential candidates for future sport leadership positions. Their perceptions of sport
leadership can provide another perspective on women’s stagnation within sport
leadership and coaching. Madsen et al. (2017) found that gendered social roles were
influential in the decisions of female college athletes to pursue more feminine careers
outside of sport. In sport, gendered assumptions often build beliefs that men are more
qualified and competent sport leaders and coaches. Examining female college athletes’
constructions of leadership in the context of college sport and gendered assumptions,
beliefs, and ideologies associated with coach leadership may provide an understanding of
women’s underrepresentation in sport leadership and coaching.
Schull and Kihl (2019) examined the gendered nature of sport leadership by
analyzing female college athletes’ understanding of leadership associated with sports
coaching. The following research questions guided this study: (a) How do female athletes
perceive leadership associated with coaching? and (b) If and in what ways are female
college athletes’ perceptions of leadership attributes associated with gendered coaching?
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The qualitative study consisted of semi-structured interviews of 23 female college
athletes participating in NCAA Division I team sports to discern their perceptions of
leadership associated with coaching and examine the gendered nature of their leadership
constructs. Data were collected over a year (Schull & Kihl, 2019).
The pertinent findings in the Schull and Kihl study call attention to the gendered
nature of sport-leadership attributes associated with coaching, including human capital
and empathy. The research demonstrated how the meanings of masculinity/male and
femininity/female permeate the beliefs and concepts of sport leadership and maintain a
state of play in sport that privileges men and certain forms of masculinities. By
identifying and examining gendered leadership narratives, expectations, and attributes,
we can begin to challenge and dismantle them, leading to improved gender equality in
sport (Schull & Kihl, 2019).
Wasend and LaVoi’s (2019) study suggested that athletes who are coached by
coaches of the same gender have higher self-efficacy toward coaching, and they will be
more likely to enter the profession or coach at a prominent level. However, these
hypotheses were not supported by the data in the study, finding that head coach gender
was not a significant predictor of athletes’ likelihood to enter coaching or the level at
which they most recently coached. Compared to athletes coached by women, a higher
percentage of athletes coached by male coaches entered the coaching profession,
although the data were not significant.
Wasend and LaVoi (2019) also recommended that future research could examine
the organizational factors that may impact athletes’ interest in and likelihood to enter
coaching, such as the network connections of their head coaches, as noted in the previous
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section. While the data in this study indicated no significant relationship between an
athlete’s collegiate head coach’s gender and the athlete’s likelihood of coaching, it does
determine those female athletes who women have coached are four times more likely to
persist in the coaching profession in the first 2 to 6 years of their coaching careers than
athletes who men coach. This suggests that female coaches may help bolster female
athletes’ early coaching careers. Combined with recent quantitative data which specified
that gender of the coach is not a significant determinant of team performance in women’s
soccer leagues (Gomez-Gonzalez et al., 2019), both data are potent indicators for athletic
administrators to hire and support female coaches (Wasend & LaVoi, 2019). Wasend and
LaVoi’s (2019) study suggested that researchers could partner with coaching associations
to recruit female coaches as participants in such projects.
Finally, more research on coaches’ early career behaviors could increase
understanding of the female coaching pipeline and enable more targeted advocacy. Future
studies could use the methodology of this present study to examine progression through
positions and departure from coaching. Such numerical data might demonstrate that
female coaches are most likely to quit within a specific period after entering the
profession.
While U.S. women have made considerable and unprecedented gains in sports
participation since Title IX in 1972, they remain underrepresented in athletic leadership
(Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; LaVoi, 2018). Over the past few decades, research has
clarified the many barriers facing existing coaches (LaVoi, 2019). Still, less attention has
been paid to the pool of potential female coaches—female athletes (Wasend & LaVoi,
2019).
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While previous research examined the intercollegiate sport culture and the
influence it may have on why there are so few women in leadership positions within
sport, as well as the challenges women face when seeking, obtaining, and maintaining
leadership positions within sport organizations, Lee and Cunningham (2019) conducted a
meta-analysis study to examine how group diversity was associated with subsequent
outcomes on sports teams and organizations, and whether these associations varied by the
type of diversity, setting, sports role, or type of outcome. The study implemented a metaanalysis technique to examine and integrate peer-related articles focusing on group
diversity and its relationship with subsequent developments. The first step in the data
collection process was to collect all potential studies in the analysis. After containing all
credible articles and given that the study was a sport-focused meta-analysis, only studies
relating to sports teams, physical activity groups, or sports organizations were included.
Qualitative studies focusing on diversity were excluded from the analysis.,
Lee and Cunningham’s (2019) coding procedures entailed a coding form for
extracted data on the variables of interest, including outcome statistics (i.e., coefficient r,
reliability of outcomes variables, and several samples). The meta-analysis also examined
several moderators, including the type of diversity, sports role, setting, and outcome. The
study had surface-level diversity (sex, race, age, ethnicity, culture, and nationality) and
deep-level diversity (value, sexual orientation, tenure, and work). Sports role, study
setting, team performance, and organizational effectiveness were coded. The analysis of
the Lee and Cunningham study was that the primary effect size index was the correlation
coefficient r because there was a relationship between diversity and subsequent
outcomes; thus, a meta-analysis of correlations was conducted. The study also calculated
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effect size, the 95% confidence interval concerning corrected correlations, and z-values
for significance. The information values regarding the diversity form were associated
with the outcome of interest. The Lee and Cunningham study also reported the practical
relevance of the effect following Cohen’s guidelines that an association of .10 is small,
.30 is moderate, and .50 is large.
The Lee and Cunningham (2019) study included 19 studies, which analyzed 65
unique effects from 16,107 participants. The adjusted sample size was 8,769. The study’s
primary purpose was to examine the impact of group diversity on subsequent outcomes
meta-analytically. The study results showed that overall group diversity has a positive
main effect on outcomes for sports teams and organizations. However, the effects are
minor. Nevertheless, the findings are instructive because small effects have a meaningful
cumulative impact over time and provide an effect size estimated across a wide range of
investigations, suggesting group diversity is positively associated with essential group
outcomes (Lee & Cunningham, 2019).
Health and Safety Concerns
While the hope of sport serving as a haven for girls and women to thrive and grow
in transformative ways is there for some, there is also the heartbreaking reality that girls
and women are not safe in some sports environments (Staurowsky et al., 2020). Research
indicates that athletes have been subjected to physical and sexual abuse, emotional abuse
and neglect, and bullying, which suggests that a range of exploitative and abusive
practices occur in organized sports that threaten athletes’ physical and emotional wellbeing (Kavanagh et al., 2017).
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Investigations of abuse in the coach-athlete relationship suggest that emotional
and verbal abuse from coaches may be the most frequently occurring form of abuse in
sporting environments. Abuse can be defined as a sustained and repeated pattern of
deliberate noncontact behaviors by a person in a critical relationship role that can harm an
individual's affective, behavioral, cognitive, or physical well-being (Kavanagh et al.,
2017). The coach-athlete relationship is innately one where there is a power imbalance,
resulting in exploitive and abusive behaviors of coaches that can target both female and
male athletes, which typically manifests in emotional abuse, neglect, bullying, physical
abuse, or sexual abuse (Kavanagh et al., 2017). Coaches often hold all the power because
of their ability to make decisions about playing time, scholarships, team selection, and
student-athletes access to training, facilities, and support staff. Athletics is a prime
climate for abusing athletes (Brake, 2012; Bringer et al., 2002). Because of this power
imbalance and the authoritarian nature of sport, scholars argue that athletics is a prime
climate for abusing athletes (Cense & Breckenridge, 2001; Kerr & Stirling, 2012;
Sterling & Kerr, 2013).
Emotional abuse is pervasive in sports because it is often hard to monitor (Stirling
& Kerr, 2013). Stirling and Kerr conducted a study that focused on elite athletes’
experiences of emotional abuse by their coaches within the coach-athlete relationship.
The purpose was to identify the potential effects of coaching abuse on athletes’
psychological well-being, training, and sport performance. The study participants
discussed emotionally abusive coaching behaviors, including “demeaning criticisms,
name-calling, public humiliation, threats, continual yelling and swearing at the athlete,
periods of being intentionally ignored” (Stirling & Kerr, 2013, p. 90).
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Athletes' psychological, physical, and sexual abuse is often lumped under nonaccidental violence (Mountjoy et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2019). Mountjoy (2016) argued
that the successful prevention of abuse and harassment against athletes depends on the
leadership of the major international and national sports organizations. Roberts et al.
(2019) conducted a meta-analysis of literature that examined nonaccidental violence and
found that it is a pervasive issue affecting athletes of all types and ages—children, elite
athletes, individuals from stigmatized groups (e.g., women, LGBTQ individuals, and
athletes with disabilities), and individuals who are more vulnerable to nonaccidental
violence. According to a survey by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, about
one in three women and one in six men experienced some form of contact and sexual
violence during their lifetime (Smith et al., 2017).
Chapter Summary
The underrepresentation of women in intercollegiate sport leadership causes a
discrepancy that disadvantages women and girls in athletics (Staurowsky, 2016). The
literature review sought to identify research on the factors contributing to women’s
underrepresentation in intercollegiate sport leadership, the history of women and
athletics, and the intercollegiate athletic culture, health, and safety concerns.
Additionally, it revealed the barriers and challenges that impede women’s full and fair
access to play, competition, and work; contribute to work and play environments; and
leave girls and women with fair and equitable opportunities. Acosta and Carpenter (2014)
noted that women are underrepresented in leadership positions, especially in sports
leadership. It is more difficult for women to be accepted and successful when they obtain
a position held by a man (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014).
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More information needs to be gathered regarding the lived experience of women
in intercollegiate sport leadership and specific strategies that might encourage the
retention and promotion of women in intercollegiate sport and encourage young women
and girls to consider pursuing a career in sport leadership. Continued investigation of the
factors that contribute to women’s underrepresentation in intercollegiate sport leadership,
as well as the barriers and challenges, including gender bias, stereotypes, and social roles
that affect women in intercollegiate sport, will raise awareness of these challenges among
colleges, universities, and sport governance bodies so that strategies may be developed to
provide a supportive, encouraging, and inclusive culture in the field of intercollegiate
sport.
Chapter 3 describes this study’s design and the methodology to understand better
to what extent and in what ways the challenges, barriers, culture, and structure of
collegiate sport affect the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in their
ascension to these positions, and what strategies may mitigate these challenges and
barriers in advancing gender equity for women and girls who have been underrepresented
and disadvantaged in collegiate sport (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
This study explored the challenges and barriers women encounter in their
ascension to executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs
and the effect these challenges and barriers had on the underrepresentation in these
positions. Acosta and Carpenter (2014) found that women were underrepresented in
collegiate sport leadership. The underrepresentation of women executive leaders in
collegiate sport causes a discrepancy that disadvantages women and girls in sport, given
that 44% of all collegiate sports participants in the United States are women and girls
(NCAA, 2021). As a consequence of that disadvantage, women and girls miss athletic,
social, educational, and financial opportunities, and sometimes they are subjected to
abuse and harm (Cense & Breckenridge, 2001; Kavanagh et al., 2017; Kerr & Stirling,
2012; Sabo et al., 2016; Staurowsky, 2016; Stirling & Kerr, 2013).
There is a lack of evidence regarding what extent and in what ways the
challenges, barriers, culture, and structure of collegiate sport affect the
underrepresentation of women executive leaders in their ascension to these positions and
what strategies may mitigate these challenges and barriers in advancing gender equity for
women and girls who have been underrepresented and disadvantaged in collegiate sport
(Staurowsky et al., 2020). Six women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic
programs were interviewed for this study to identify and address gender inequities within
collegiate sport leadership.
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The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges, and barriers that may impede their ascension to executive leadership
positions, and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and
female executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs.
This qualitative descriptive study examined the topic through a practitioner’s lens
of open-ended inquiry. Research focusing on the collection and analysis of data will
support practitioners in identifying inequities and advancing policies and practices that
promote equity for females aspiring to be executive leaders in collegiate sport.
The research regarding the underrepresentation of women executive leaders
within NCAA Division I athletic programs provides an opportunity to explore further
how NCAA Division I colleges and universities are implementing strategies to mitigate
the inequities between men and women executive leaders within NCAA Division I
athletic programs. This qualitative descriptive research study aimed to answer the
following research questions:
1. What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to an executive
leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
2. What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
3. What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities
of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
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Research Design
A qualitative descriptive approach was used in this study to provide a
“comprehensive summary of an event or experience in everyday terms of that event or
experience” (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 336) related to women executive leaders in collegiate
sport. Qualitative methodologies lend themselves toward thoughtful exploration, such as
when issues of interest are complex, have variables or concepts that are not easily
measured, or involve listening to populations who have traditionally been silenced, such
as women who are underrepresented in collegiate sport leadership within NCAA Division
I athletic programs (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Creswell, 2013).
Qualitative research is preferred when researchers seek to share individual stories;
write in a literary, flexible style; understand the context or set of issues; explain
mechanisms or linkages in causal theories; develop theories; and when traditional
quantitative statistical analyses do not fit the problem (Creswell, 2013). This
methodology was chosen as appropriate for this study, as it will allow for a description of
the challenges and barriers that impeded the women participants in their ascension to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. A quantitative
approach did not align with the purpose of this study because quantitative designs seek to
reveal a cause-and-effect relationship between two or more variables, which was not the
case in this study (Gliner et al., 2017).
Qualitative descriptive studies are characterized by lower interpretation levels
than high-inference qualitative approaches like phenomenology or grounded theory. They
require less “conceptual or otherwise highly abstract data rendering” (Sandelowski, 2000,
p. 335). A qualitative descriptive approach allowed for discovering the “who, what, and
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where of events or experiences” relating to the challenges and barriers the women
participants faced in their ascension to executive leadership positions within collegiate
sport (Sandelowski, 2000). Qualitative description allowed the researcher to “stay closer
to their data and the surface of words or events” (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 336) than other
methodological approaches.
Qualitative description is grounded in the general principles of naturalistic
inquiry, which deals with the concept of truth, whereby truth is “a systematic set of
beliefs, together with their accompanying methods” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 16). With
the use of a compilation of sampling, data collection, and data analysis techniques, the
researcher studies something in its natural state and does not attempt to manipulate or
interfere with the ordinary unfolding of events, which leads to a proper understanding of
the ultimate truth (Colorafi & Evans, 2016).
The researcher disclosed potential bias from being a former NCAA Division I
student-athlete. This qualitative descriptive study did not attempt to manipulate or
interfere with the ordinary unfolding of events. The researcher’s bias did not impact the
interview sessions or the information obtained. To ensure bias was minimized, the
researcher regulated the interview protocols, the transcription of the interviews, and the
use of two types of coding for all interview responses.
According to Sandelowski (2010), researchers who use qualitative description
may use the lens of a conceptual framework or an associated interpretive theory to guide
their study. The study’s findings are presented in straightforward language that clearly
describes the phenomenon of interest. Social role theory served as the organizing
structure for this research design to better understand what might be happening to women
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in collegiate sport leadership. Social role theory proposes expectations regarding men’s
and women’s societal roles. These expectations affect the roles society perceives men and
women should occupy and the qualities and behavioral tendencies that are stereotypically
demonstrated by each gender (Eagly & Wood, 2012).
Research Context
The research study was conducted utilizing NCAA Division I athletic programs
located on the East Coast of the United States. The context is essential because Division I
schools have the most prominent student bodies among the three NCAA divisions, it
manages the most significant athletic budgets, and offer the highest number of athletic
scholarships. Many are located on the East Coast of the United States (NCAA, 2021).
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges, and barriers that may impede their ascension to executive leadership
positions, and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and
female executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Research focusing
on the collection and analysis of this data will support practitioners in identifying
inequities and in advancing policies and practices that promote equity for women aspiring
to become executive leaders in collegiate sport. Therefore, this study focused on a sample
of women executive leaders working as commissioners, athletic directors, deputy athletic
directors, associate athletic directors, assistant athletic directors, or SWAs within NCAA
Division I athletic programs.
The NCAA is a member-led organization that includes more than 500,000 college
athletes across all three divisions: Division I, Division II, and Division III. The athletes
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compete for 1,100 member schools in all 50 states (NCAA, 2021). The 351 Division I
schools field over 6,000 athletics teams and provide more than 184,000 student-athletes
with opportunities to compete in NCAA sports yearly (NCAA, 2021). The median
undergraduate enrollment is 8,960—more than double the combined median size of
Division II (2,428) and Division III (1,740) members (NCAA, 2021). To maintain
confidentiality, this study will not identify the colleges, universities, and research
participants’ names.
Research Participants
The potential participant pool of women executive leaders within NCAA Division
I athletic governance is approximately 35. The participants selected for this study
included six women executive leaders throughout the 351 NCAA Division I governance
and member schools (NCAA, 2021). For this study, the potential research participants
who met the study criteria were identified through the NCAA Division I website and
through the researcher’s networking with an NCAA Division I AD/SWA (NCAA, 2021).
The SWA is the highest-ranking female in each NCAA athletics department or
conference office. The SWA designation aims to promote the meaningful representation
of women in the leadership and management of college sport (NCAA, 2021). The NCAA
membership voted to create the SWA designation in 1981—the same year it added
women’s championships—to ensure women were involved in the male-dominated
administration of college athletics. Schools and conference offices are not required to
have an SWA, although 99% of NCAA schools have an SWA. A staff member who
meets the definition of an SWA is eligible for benefits such as serving on NCAA
committees, participating in eligibility hearings, and receiving select grants, among other
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benefits. If an athletics director or commissioner is female, the school or conference may
designate another woman as its SWA (NCAA, 2021).
The sample size of five to 10 women executive leaders was selected as a
reasonable number of participants to interview in depth over a restricted period. In
qualitative research studies, sample sizes range from one to 35, with a median sample
size of 14, and for quantitative research, the average sample size is 40 (Orcher, 2005). In
contrast to quantitative inquiry, qualitative studies do not seek to generalize about a larger
population, with some scholars recommending sample selection to the point of
redundancy or saturation; the minimum sample size allowed for the development of
contextually rich information that deepened an understanding of the experiences of the
leaders in the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A second consideration in limiting the
sample size was the potential difficulty locating the number of women executive leaders
who would meet the study criteria and would be willing to discuss their experiences and
the inner workings of the NCAA Division I athletic culture.
An introductory letter (Appendix A) was sent by email to a professional network
list of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. The letter
included a detailed explanation of the research, the intent of the study, and an invitation
request for the recipient to participate in the study. A response deadline confirming
participation in this study was established in advance to ensure a sufficient sample of
participants for this study. The participants were asked to confirm by email their intention
to be a participant in this study.
Purposive sampling is the term used in qualitative research for a type of sampling
that is often conducted. The idea intentionally or purposefully selects individuals to help
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the investigator understand the research problem or question (Gliner et al., 2017).
Purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative research, and it was explicitly used in
this qualitative descriptive design for the identification and selection of information-rich
cases relating to the phenomenon of interest, the underrepresentation of women executive
leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; NCAA,
2021; Patton, 2015).
Although there are several different purposive sampling strategies, criterion
sampling was utilized. The participants were chosen for this qualitative research design
based on their experiences working in similar environments, specifically as an executive
leader within NCAA Division I athletic programs (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Criterion
sampling is recommended because the qualitative design requires participation from
individuals who have worked in similar environments, specifically, women leaders in
collegiate sport (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).
The use of sampling criteria adds to the trustworthiness of this research study
(Robinson, 2014). According to Robinson (2014), by stating the sample size, measure,
and strategy for the recruitment of participants, transparency is achieved while increasing
the trustworthiness of the research. The criterion population sample for this study
consisted of six women who, at the time of this study, held an executive leadership
position within an NCAA Division I athletic department, including the named positions
of AD, deputy AD, associate AD, assistant AD, or SWA. The individual job
classification titles were all referred to as “executive leaders” to describe the interviews.
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Instruments Used in Data Collection
The study involved semi-structured individual interviews to develop an in-depth
understanding of the women executive leaders’ experiences working within NCAA
Division I athletic programs, in their own words, and their relation to the research
problem and research questions (Creswell, 2013). In qualitative descriptive studies, data
collection attempts to discover “the who, what, and where of events” (Sandelowski, 2000,
p. 339) or experiences.
The semi-structured interview questions focused on gaining more specific
information from the women’s lived experiences, the challenges and barriers that may
have impeded their ascension to executive leadership positions within collegiate sport,
and what strategies may have been successful in mitigating the challenges and obstacles
that impacted the gender inequities of the women participants in their ascension to
executive leadership positions in collegiate sport. This qualitative descriptive study used
an interview protocol of 10 interview questions (Appendix B).
Pilot testing of the interview questions was conducted to examine the validity of
the interview instrument, to ensure the time allotted for each interview was appropriate,
and for the researcher to engage in the practice of interviewing before the study.
Information from the pilot testing was shared with the researcher’s dissertation
committee chair, dissertation committee member, and executive mentor to determine if
changes to the questions needed to be made before the commencement of this study and
to establish the credibility of the interview questions. Approval from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of St. John Fisher Universiy in Rochester, New York, was obtained
before conducting the interviews with the women executive leaders.
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Procedures Used for Data Collection
The five women executive leaders were contacted by email once they agreed to
participate in this study. A fully informed voluntary consent form was also sent by email
for an electronic signature ahead of time, and the researcher assured internal
confidentiality of the data. Participation was strictly voluntary, and the participants were
informed that they could opt out of the study at any time. Arrangements for a mutually
agreeable time for the 30–45-minute interview were included in this communication.
The researcher conducted semi-structured individual audio-recorded interviews
with permission from each participant via Zoom, an online teleconferencing platform,
which was appropriate, given the existing COVID-19 pandemic and social distancing
guidelines. This mode allowed access to the participants located throughout the East
Coast of the United States. Ethical considerations were implemented while the researcher
interacted with participants for this study. The researcher followed the three basic ethical
principles relevant to research involving human subjects: the principles of respect for
persons, beneficence, and justice (National Commission for the Protection of Human
Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979).
The participants were informed that all data would remain confidential and
private to the researcher. The participants are not identifiable in the reports or
conversations with persons outside the research team (Gliner et al., 2017). All interview
transcriptions, audio recordings, field notes, data collection tools, and study results are
kept on a personal computer with password protection that will be held in a locked
container and destroyed 3 years after the publication of this study. The participants’
names are not used in any documents, pseudonyms were used, and no identifying
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information was used in any publication. Reflexive memos were kept throughout the
research study to allow the researcher to note reflections and observations about the
process and any information obtained throughout the interviews (Creswell & Creswell,
2018).
Procedures Used for Data Analysis
The qualitative research strategy for data analysis consisted of the first and second
cycle coding methods in conjunction with analytic memo writing, an additional code- and
category-generating method (Saldaña, 2016). A transcription service was used to produce
verbatim transcripts that the participants reviewed for accuracy.
Analysis of the qualitative interview data occurred as the transcriptions were
being reviewed. The researcher entered the transcripts of the semi-structured interviews
into a qualitative software program, NVivo, to analyze the data. In the first coding cycle,
the researcher read and reread the interview transcripts to become familiar and develop a
deeper understanding of the data. The researcher then used a descriptive coding method
to intensively study and compare the data for similarities and differences, which provided
the researcher with codes or themes for further investigation (Saldaña, 2016).
In the second coding cycle, the researcher used pattern codes that explain the
codes that make inferences from the emerging themes. Pattern coding was helpful as a
secondary coding process to assist in identifying themes and patterns of the descriptions
provided by the executive leader participants (Saldaña, 2016). In addition, reflexive
memos were referenced as additional sources in the coding process to assist the
researcher with keeping track of the coding choices and categories, themes, and essences.
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Strategies for ensuring rigor of the findings involve the establishment of
trustworthiness and authenticity in qualitative research that are like the validity and
reliability of the term in quantitative analysis (Colorafi & Evans, 2016). The five
standards typically used in qualitative descriptive studies to assess the trustworthiness
and authenticity of the findings included objectivity, dependability, credibility,
transferability, and application (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles et al., 2014).
Summary
The study of women executive leaders within the NCAA Division I athletic
programs sought to explore, describe, and understand the underrepresentation of women
executive leaders in collegiate sport; the challenges and barriers that may have impeded
their ascension to executive leadership positions; and the strategies they needed to
mitigate gender inequities between men and women executive leaders within NCAA
Division I athletic programs. The qualitative descriptive design of this study is a
comprehensive summarization, in simple terms, of the specific events experienced by
individuals or groups of individuals, such as women executive leaders within NCAA
Division I athletic programs (Lambert & Lambert, 2012).
Chapter 3 provided the foundation for this study’s research design, methodology,
and analysis. Chapter 3 identified the research problem and the purpose of the study, its
theoretical rationale and choice of methodology, the study sample and setting, the
instruments used, and the procedures for data collection and analysis. The role of the
researcher and any potential bias was disclosed.
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The study results are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. The study’s implications are
discussed in Chapter 5 and include policy, practice, and future research
recommendations.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges and barriers that may impede their ascension to executive leadership positions,
and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities between male and female
executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Understanding this research
and the data collected has the potential to provide meaningful information to support
practitioners in identifying inequities and in advancing policies and practices that
promote equity for women aspiring to be executive leaders in collegiate sport.
Additionally, the results of this research also have the potential to provide implementable
and accessible calls to action that athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners and
policymakers, parents, members of the media, and sport executives can adopt so that girls
and women can realize their full potential. This can only happen when girls and women
are afforded equitable access to opportunities and their achievements can have an effect
on the aspirations of future generations.
An additional purpose of this study was to aid in addressing the problems of
(a) increasing and improving sport participation opportunities for girls and women;
(b) breaking down barriers that prevent girls and women from participating fully in sport,
especially girls and women from marginalized groups; (c) improving and enhancing
Title IX compliance at the college level; (d) addressing equal treatment in sport
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workplaces and continuing to promote women in sport leadership roles; and
(e) increasing media coverage of women’s sports. All of society prevails when our
daughters are strong and empowered citizens, equipped to take on the world’s challenges,
and make a difference that will last for generations to come (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
The qualitative data were collected through six individual semi-structured
interviews with female executive leaders who, at the time of the study, worked as
commissioners, athletic directors, deputy athletic directors, associate athletic directors,
assistant athletic directors, or senior woman administrators within NCAA Division I
athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States. Semi-structured
interviews with an interview protocol were the sole instrument for the data collection.
Purposive sampling was employed, specifically criterion sampling, and all six
participants met the predetermined set of criteria. The total number of individuals invited
to participate in this study was 35.
Chapter 4 is guided by three focus areas representing the three research questions
outlined in this study, and it is organized and presented by categories and themes. The
categories and themes provide a framework for understanding the results that emerged
from the responses of the women executive leaders in sport.
Research Questions
The three research questions that guided this qualitative descriptive study were:
1. What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to executive
leadership positions within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
2. What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
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3. What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities
of women executive leaders within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
Data Analysis and Findings
The data analysis generated five categories and 10 themes, which were grouped
under the three focus areas derived from and aligned with the three research questions in
this study. Utilizing direct quotes from the executive leaders, 10 themes emerged,
providing a clear and meaningful understanding of the themes that developed through the
descriptive accounts articulated by the six participants in this study.
The first focus area, aligned with Research Question 1, includes two categories
regarding the lived experiences of the female leaders in their ascension to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. These categories
emerged as the participants described their career paths, backgrounds, experiences, and
education as leaders. Two themes were identified under the first category, cultivating
leadership: (a) career socialization and (b) agency. The second category, cultural capital,
incorporates two themes: (a) mentorship and (b) cultural knowledge.
The second focus area, aligned with Research Question 2, comprises two
categories relating to the challenges and barriers impacting the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. The third
category, socially constructed gender roles, includes two themes: (a) gender stereotyping
and (b) social behaviors. The fourth category, structural pressures, includes two themes:
(a) gender inequities and (b) social norms. The third focus area, aligned with Research
Question 3, contains one category capturing the meaning of the responses by the
participants regarding the strategies used to mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender
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inequities of the women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs.
The fifth and final category, promoting change, includes two themes: (a) change narrative
and (b) intentionality. Table 4.1 illustrates a summary of the focus areas, categories, and
themes.

Table 4.1
Summary of Focus Areas, Categories, and Themes
Focus areas

Categories

Themes

Lived experience

Cultivating leadership

Career socialization
Agency

Cultural capital

Mentorship
Cultural knowledge

Socially constructed
gender roles

Gender stereotyping
Social behaviors

Structural pressures

Gender inequities
Social norms

Promoting change

Change narrative
Intentionality

Challenges and barriers

Strategies

Focus Area 1: Lived Experience, Research Question 1
What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to executive leadership
positions within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
Category 1: Cultivating Leadership. Cultivating leadership emerged as the
participants described their career paths, backgrounds, and experiences including
education and experiences as leaders. Two themes were identified under this category:
(a) career socialization and (b) agency.
Career Socialization. The female leaders described several traditional and
nontraditional career paths, backgrounds, and experiences, including education and
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experiences as leaders, in their ascension to executive leadership positions within NCAA
Division I athletic programs. As stated by Participant 2,
I never had any intention of going down this career path. I was getting an
accounting degree and was having trouble finding a job . . . I did internships and
externships, but . . . did not have any luck . . . I asked myself what other interests I
have. I have an older brother that played sports . . . I played sports.
Participant 2 further described changing her career path when, unable to find a job in
accounting, she spoke to a gentleman who oversaw a program for students to earn 30
additional hours for a degree in sports management:
I spoke to the gentleman that oversees the program at . . . University. He informed
me that it would not do me a lot of good. “You should pursue a master’s degree,
but the application deadline has already passed for the year.” So, I volunteered in
the athletic department, found a graduate assistantship, and stayed for 2 years.
Then I went on to . . . and worked there for about 7 years in Compliance. I was
promoted to Director of Compliance and was ready for a change. I did not want to
leave campus, but I had an excellent opportunity to go, so I took it.
Participant 2 further described her thoughts:
Understanding, sometimes, different paths into collegiate athletics may take a
little longer to get where you want to be. I started as a graduate assistant, while
friends of mine may have started as full-time staff members, may have had
advancement a little quicker because of where they started.
Participant 6 described her career path: “I earned a master’s degree and loaded up my car
and drove to work as an intern . . . that’s how I started my career path.”
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Participant 3 described her career path and experiences:
I went to law school and could not find a job out of law school in college
athletics. I had a nontraditional career path because I was a women’s basketball
program manager. I did not play. I applied for an administrative fellowship where
I was able to do a lot of fun and different things.
Participant 2 further described her thoughts:
Understanding, sometimes, different paths into collegiate athletics may take a
little longer to get where you want to be. I started as a graduate assistant, while
friends of mine may have started as full-time staff members, may have had
advancement a little quicker because of where they started.
Participant 4 described her nontraditional career path:
I have a nontraditional career path. I ended up working for a company that hosted
events. While at one of the events, I realized I connected with the university’s
senior woman administrator. They had a job opening . . . some dots were
connected without me knowing, to come to their external operations office. The
opportunity exposed me to the external side of sports.
Agency. The female leaders described numerous ways that one can cause or
generate an action by hard work throughout their careers attributed to their success and
their ascension to executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic
programs. As stated by Participant 3,
It is through hard work, a lot of hard work, and a willingness to be flexible, and
sometimes do jobs that you do not think you should be doing. They earn you, as I
call it . . . street cred. Sometimes you just must do what you must do.
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Participant 2 stated, “I think part of it is just hard work.” Participant 6 said, “Hard work,
which is one of my core values,” which could be attributed to her success and ascension
to an executive leadership position in collegiate athletics. Participant 1 shared, “My
success comes from hard work . . . hard work has contributed to my success.”
Many of the executive leaders shared that their experiences of being a lifelong
athlete contributed to their success and ascension to executive leadership positions within
the NCAA Division I athletic program. As stated by Participant 5,
I am a lifelong athlete and was part of teams since I was 5 years old. Many
lessons can be learned from being an athlete, whether teamwork, communication,
resiliency, perseverance, or creativity. All these skills trained me from an
incredibly early age through my post collegiate years.
Participant 5 elaborated further on how being a lifelong athlete had been value
added for her career success: “I do not think there is anything the same as sport . . . that
can be created in the classroom, seminars, etc. You think about the things like the 10,000hour rule of practice and meaningful practice . . . . Sport allows for that.”
Participant 4 described that being a lifelong athlete had led to several career
opportunities outside collegiate athletics before she began her career working as an
executive leader within NCAA Division I athletic programs: “When it comes to sports, I
played . . . up until my senior year in high school. Once in college, I tried out and made
the team for another sport I had not participated in throughout my life.”
Category 2: Cultural Capital. Cultural capital emerged from the data analysis in
which participants described the role of mentors and the relationships and connections
they built with others as ways in which they ascended to executive leadership positions.
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The two themes identified under this category include (a) mentorship and (b) cultural
knowledge.
Mentorship. Several executive leaders spoke about the role of mentors throughout
their careers and the impact mentors had in their career paths, experiences, and successes
within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Participant 6 stated, “They were great
mentors . . . strong, powerful, wonderful women. Phenomenal mentors of mine who
helped me in my journey in administration.” Participant 5 described the role of mentors
in her life:
I firmly believe what has impacted me are the mentors, the teachers, and the
coaches in my life. When I look at the critical points in my life, whether
becoming a college athlete or moving from college athlete to becoming a captain
of my team; or moving from captain to becoming a coach; moving from coach to
head coach; moving from head coach to administrator, to AD. At each place,
somebody, a mentor, a coach, or an advocate, served in a capacity I saw as
“thought partners.” People that are coaching, challenging, and stretching.
Participant 5 further shared:
These people have been around me my entire life. Sometimes they come in for a
period, and then they might go someplace else. But these people are part of who I
have become today. It is hard to get where I am right now; I cannot imagine it any
other way. As a lifelong athlete, I learned everything through sport and having
these incredible people around me.
Participant 4 described the role of mentors in her life:
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Having good mentors and good supervisors allowed me to grow and work
independently while also having somewhat of an open-door policy where you are
stuck or when you have a question or faced with an issue. They have always had
an open-door policy where I could walk in, talk through it, hear their advice and
thoughts, come to my resolution, and act on it. Having that flexibility of guidance
and independence has helped me throughout my career.
Participant 1 described the role of mentors in her life and the positive impact on
her success and ascension to executive leadership positions with NCAA Division I
athletic programs, “My direct supervisor, she pushed me to my new boss, and that kind of
pushed me up the line a bit.”
Cultural Knowledge. Some executive leaders shared the role of mentors in their
lives and how their experiences collaborating with mentors positively impacted their
ability to create opportunities for advancement and provided the cultural knowledge
necessary to ascend and to be successful as executive leaders within NCAA Division I
athletic programs. Participant 1 shared:
My direct supervisor said, “We’ve taught you everything we can teach you here.
In athletics, moving around, you see different things from different people. As
much as I would love to keep you here, and if you want to stay, you should. But
he [referring to her former boss] would be a wonderful person for you to learn
from. He would be a great mentor for you, and he is hiring right now. So, you
should at least try.” I ended up getting a postgraduate internship there. I was able
to take on a lot of different responsibilities ranging from life skills to student-

76

athlete advisory committee and academic support for several teams, which was
also suitable for managing student workers. It was a wonderful experience.
Participant 3 described the role of mentors and the relationships and connections
with others that could be attributed to her success and ascension to an executive
leadership position:
It was not just about me who got me where I was going to be, but it was the other
people, weirdly enough, have always been part of my tribe that has gotten me and
pushed me to the next place, and made sure I got to the next good place. It is
about who you know, being at the right place and time, and making connections.
Participant 5 described how the mentors and the relationships she had formed
with people in her life were instrumental to her career and the opportunities to grow and
advance in her career:
I graduated from college, went into coaching, got a call from . . . and became head
coach when I was 24 years old. Good people around me loved, supported, and
served as great confidants and sounding boards. I was a head coach and served on
the NCAA committees, exposing me to other high-level administrators. I did not
realize by being on these committees that I was doing informational interviews . .
. . I spent a lot of time asking them questions about their work and recognized that
they had a tremendous impact in a broader way than I was as a coach. I started to
talk to people about becoming an administrator and had the opportunity to move
into administration after a coaching career. And then, I was named AD.
Participant 6 shared how the mentors and the relationships with others provided
her access to opportunities throughout her career as she described her experiences:
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One of my mentors reached out regarding a potential opportunity telling them
they needed to look at me. I got the internship . . . we did remarkable things there
. . . it was phenomenal. After that year, I received a call from . . ., “Hey, one of
my assistant coaches left. I want you to come and help me build a program.” I
responded by telling her, “I do not want to coach. No. I do not want to coach . . .
that is not in my wheelhouse.” My mentor said, “if you want to be an
administrator, having coaching experience on your resume can take you further.”
Oh my gosh! I took the job.
Participant 6 further described what happened next because of the mentors and
relationships she had made with those advocating for her:
I got an unexpected call, “Hey, we have created a position, Director of Women’s
Basketball Operations, and . . . gave me your name. Would you be interested? I
became the Director of Women’s Basketball Operations at . . . University. I did
that for 2 years. I was promoted to Assistant Director of Marketing and then
promoted to Director of Marketing. I was the only female Director of Marketing.
Then I had my first child . . . and took a job where it would be “less work” . . . .
Oh, god, was I wrong.
Focus Area 2: Challenges and Barriers, Research Question 2
What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to executive
leadership positions within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
Category 3: Socially Constructed Gender Roles. Socially constructed gender
roles emerged from the data analysis as the participants described the challenges and
barriers regarding women leaders in sport, unsupportive work life, and stereotypical
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gender roles that impact women in their ascension to executive leadership positions with
NCAA Division I athletic programs. Two themes were identified under this category:
(a) gender stereotyping and (b) social behaviors.
Gender Stereotyping. While the women participants shared how they had
ascended to executive leadership positions within collegiate sport, several acknowledged
that women leaders experience unsupportive work-life balance. Participant 1 shared:
I think in some ways, athletics can be one of the coolest places to raise a family.
Sometimes, on snow days, I work with the men’s basketball now, and they will
have their 8-year-olds in on a snow day shooting hoops. We might have a strength
and conditioning coach, who just had a baby and must be at the 6:00 a.m.
workouts, with childcare being expensive enough, let alone trying to find
somebody at 6:00 a.m., and with travel and things like that, [it]can make the
childcare side of things hard.
Participant 1 further shared:
There is also just the built-in “where do women belong in sport and how do
women belong in sport” that people must overcome. I have felt the
“mansplaining” in certain random situations. I understand that. Thank you. Those
things that can just wear you down are a barrier.
Participant 4 shared, “I watched some of my colleagues and what they have had to
go through as being the primary caregiver of their children, and a professional
working in an industry that is not a 9-to-5 industry. . . . The reality is we are
working more than 40 hours a week. Working nights, weekends, and some
holidays. To this day, a lot of responsibility is put on the women in a family,
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especially when children are involved, which poses a huge challenge. It is a tough
schedule when trying to raise a family. The social constructs of the women filling
this role in a family structure could make this challenging.
Participant 1 stated that, “It is not a 9-to-5 profession . . . and, if you are a woman
with childcare needs, it can be tough, especially if you do not have a supervisor who will
work with you.” Participant 4 also shared:
I think this feeling of inclusion, of being a voice at a table versus being somebody
who is listened to or [is] given the same level of respect, or this concept of having
to work twice as hard or seeing others being promoted when you think you may
have specific skillsets. This is a common concept of promoting people in groups
or together, but if this person got promoted over that person, there are so many
times where you think, would that have happened if that were a guy if it were a
man? Would we have to worry if this woman got promoted simultaneously?
There are just some weird idiosyncrasies that make you think we are not as far . . .
we are much farther than we have been, but we are not as far as we need to be.
Participant 1 shared:
There is a complete lack of understanding of the reality for women in sport
leadership roles. The men in these roles all have wives that can stay home,
especially our senior-level staff; they have never had to navigate these issues.
And, our absolute top leadership, their children are older and are allowed to do
things with the athletic department that nobody else’s kids would be allowed to do
what their kids are allowed to do.
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Social Behaviors. Several participants shared how social behaviors can be
affected by individuals and situational factors, which can either work together or oppose
one another. Participant 5 shared:
I have been extremely fortunate that many people believed in me and served as an
advocate, but I think socially constructed gender roles have impacted me because
I do not speak up as much in larger rooms of people. If I am in a room where
there are 10 or more people, primarily men, I fall into the “I must be perfect with
what I say” when I am not feeling 100%. Otherwise, I am not going to speak up. I
do not care about my gender role, but when 85% of the people in the room are
men, I will keep my mouth shut. And that is not advancing the important things. I
am getting better now that I am . . . years in, but I did not speak in those meetings
for 2 years.
Participant 1 shared:
Women are not the only parents in a traditional two-parent household, yet women
get pigeonholed into that caregiver role for children, which can be a barrier. The
caregiver role idea may be how we get pushed to the internal or SWA [Senior
Woman Administrator] sides.
Participant 1 expressed her thoughts on the historical development of women’s
sports and the opportunities for professional sport versus men’s sport:
Women’s sports development compared to how men’s sports developed, just
historically, through physical education and the educational background,
compared to the first men’s collegiate sport, as a commercial thing. Right at the
beginning . . . it was constructed from the beginning. In women’s sports, they did
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not have the opportunity for professional sports, and there was no opportunity for
professional sports; then why would we pursue it in the same way men were able
to pursue professional sports? Now it is becoming more of an opportunity, where
people see women’s professional sports as a career opportunity that did not
always exist.
Participant 3 believed that society does not see women as leaders:
It is people’s comfort level . . . things have always looked like this, and this has
always been like that. There is comfort in it; “that is always how we have done it,
so why should we change?” I do not think it is good or bad, but there is comfort.
That is how we have always behaved, which is what it always looked like, so
maybe it should look like.
Participant 3 further explained:
I do not think society sees women as leaders. Society, especially in American
society, where women did not vote, the man owned everything, and we were
cattle. So, if you are going to be cattle, how can you be a leader . . . because cattle
do not lead. I would like to say things are changing, but I do not know they are
changing . . . . To be honest with you, I do not know that they are.
Participant 6 shared some socially constructed gender roles she had experienced:
“When I was single, I worked all the time. I volunteered. But when I got engaged and
then married, work was not my life . . . it was part of my life, but it was not my life.”
Participant 6 further shared:
I have been extremely fortunate to gain the experience and do what I can, but I am
limited on what I can do because I need to be regionally located and stay in one
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place. And the best way to move up is to move on. Unfortunately, most women
cannot do that . . . zigzag worldwide unless their partner is supportive. If you have
a partner or have children, you are limited to where you can go. When my
husband and I were dating, he said to me, “if you think I am going to follow you
all over the nation while you are aspiring . . . that is just not me.” As a female
executive leader in collegiate sport, I hate to say that my husband and my family
are a barrier. When I was debating whether to pursue love or a career . . . I chose
love.
Participant 1 shared the psychological barriers she experienced based on sexist
behaviors of men toward her as a female executive leader in collegiate sport:
I remember when I transitioned from overseeing men's lacrosse to men’s
basketball . . . I remember very distinctively I had been wearing a skirt and heels
the day the former men’s basketball academic dean took me around to introduce
me to people. I felt eyes on me, and I have not worn heels much since, as I have
been conscious of that, and it is now always in the back of my mind.
The participants shared that women in sport get pigeonholed in sport leadership,
as Participant 1 shared:
Women in sport get pigeonholed into internal . . . pigeonholed into HR . . . you
see the divide. Women in sport get pigeonholed onto the internal side of things
instead of the external. Internal means HR . . . things that do not touch outside the
organization, such as academic support, life skills, student-athlete advisory
committee, compliance, athletic training, as opposed to marketing, broadcast
rights, and alumni relations.
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Participant 3 shared:
You are always fighting that; “you are just a girl” thing. “You do not have to do
that, honey . . . we got it.” You get pigeonholed a lot because “that’s women’s
work . . . we would not put you over there.”
If you look at the development space . . . up until 15 years ago . . . there
were not a lot of women that worked in development, because . . . who were you
asking for money? You were asking for money from men. Only a man could play
golf and get money from a man.
There was a period when most compliance people, at least in the “weeds,”
were either female or minority. You had a head person that was a White male.
Academics is a space that’s primarily men. That is not good or bad, but it is what
it is. You see that with trainers. Many trainers, again, the “worker bee trainers,”
are women. But the head trainer is always a man . . . always a man.
I do not know why it must be this way, but people got comfortable with
that is how we were going to all be . . . . It is like coin sorters. You are going to be
a nickel. You are going to be a dime. We are all going to keep separate.
Participant 4 shared: “Growing up, if you were going to go into sports as a career,
you thought you had to be a coach, an athletic trainer. I was not even connecting the dots
with the business side.” Participant 4 further shared:
I was in higher education for many years, but my interest in the marketing side of
sports translated into development and fundraising . . . so that is how I got my
foot in the door. I made my way up and oversaw a lot of external components.
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Participant 1 shared how she had previously worked with a senior woman
administrator who was deliberate about self-advocating for her exposure to counter
hegemonic masculinity: “The senior woman administrator, who was very deliberate
about not wanting to oversee a lot of the internal side of things, . . . wanted to oversee the
Nike contract and the broadcasting rights side of things.” Participant 1 further shared her
thoughts and observations regarding two female executive leaders working within her
Division I athletic department:
One of the female executive leaders does not seem to be treated well just from the
outside . . . she just does not seem to be treated well. I do not think she is happy
just from the personal conversations that I have had with her. The other woman
they brought up does not fit the gender stereotype role. She is very “black and
white.” She came up through the corporate finance world.
Participant 1 further shared her interaction with this female executive leader: “This whole
concept of bringing your kids to work is so foreign to me because it was never an option
for me in the corporate finance world.” Participant 1 shared:
The women in the department do not feel like they can go to her because she is
not an advocate for them. She is not very caring. She is not a nurturer, which is
fine, but they love her . . . the men on the senior staff adore her. She does not
challenge them in a threatening way that forces them to change the system
because of her background and her position of authority in finance.
Participant 4 described one of the challenges she recognized early on as a female
leader in collegiate sport. It was difficult for her to navigate:
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I became the person sitting in a meeting with very few women at the table more
often than not. I have been fortunate to have worked for some incredible women
leaders, especially my last two. I benefitted from learning from them and their
leadership. But there were times when I would leave the table with a much longer
checklist while everyone else there was there to contribute ideas and then maybe
go on their way and do whatever is in their core field, and I was leaving with a
longer checklist. Things like being called on to take notes for this meeting.
Several participants believed the SWA title and role are barriers to women’s
ascension in collegiate sport leadership. The title was a challenge that several participants
believed interfered with the rise of women as executive leaders in sport. Participant 6
stated:
If the NCAA had not mandated the SWA role, there would not be as many
women at the table in executive leadership positions today. However, just because
a woman is given that designation does not mean she was in the room where
decisions were being made.
Years ago, the NCAA and athletic departments were unsure what to do
with the position. Unfortunately, people see the SWA as the Senior Women’s
Administrator and that we only oversee women’s sports. How many years have
we been trying to educate people that is not the role of the SWA?
Participant 1 stated:
The SWA title indicates that is where women are supposed to be, or that is the
senior [only] level position you can get as a woman . . . just the title, itself, can be
a barrier, too, if people are not careful about it.
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Participant 6 passionately shared:
This athletic director’s voicemail message said “I am out of the office. If you need
to get a hold of someone, contact Judy, the Senior Women’s Administrator.” I
called him up and said, “Listen, you need to understand this is what the SWA is.
It is not the Senior ‘Women’s’ Administrator. It is the Senior ‘Woman’
Administrator.” I had to educate him. And guess who he had in the position? He
had an administrative assistant as the SWA! Unfortunately, the SWA does not
mean they are in the room, making coach hires, or being part of decisions that
benefit the entire athletic department. They are meeting whatever criteria they
must meet at the collegiate level, but they are in name only.
Participant 2 shared:
The SWA role, as the highest-ranking female, naturally put me more on the
women’s side, but now I oversee all Olympic sports, including men’s sports.
There are good and bad of having the SWA designation . . . it can be positive
because you know you are going to have someone with a seat at the table;
however, it is also a way of having someone dealing with those matters, such as
Title IX and women’s basketball and other women’s sports, and not necessarily
encouraging women to go to the other side, if you will.
Category 4: Structural Pressures. Structural pressures emerged as the
participants shared the challenges and barriers that impeded their rise to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Two themes were
identified under this category: (a) gender inequities and (b) social norms.
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Gender Inequities. Several participants expressed that gender inequities influence
the underrepresentation of female leaders in collegiate sport leadership. Participant 1
shared:
We had a gentleman that we hired in our area. He used to oversee academics and
life skills and [we] had hired him to do both. Life skills were his passion area, but
we could not split the role and, over time, we were able to do that. I guess you
would say he ascended the ladder very quickly and managed to create an associate
athletic director role split, created a split from our area, over time, a split from our
area so that he was overseeing his own unit.
Participant 1 further shared:
Now, granted, that was not a goal of mine at all. I would never have gone after
that but come to find out, he has been golfing with X, Y, and Z, and he has been
doing all these other things with people in our area. He has built that relationship
with some people, allowing him to create this role for himself. I do not know why
nobody thought I might be interested in golfing or joining a golf league . . . but
that may have changed some things for me because the person I know has been
doing a lot of informal networking with, and I am interested in other aspects of his
role potentially down the line. But he has never expressed an interest in letting me
join their Thursday night golf league. And that is not to say, again, I go back to
[I’m] not necessarily interested in that. But at the same time, nobody asked.
Participant 2 described:
I was extremely fortunate to have a female boss who wanted to help me succeed,
but I could tell you, as much as I liked the leaders there, it was a good ole’ boys’
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club . . . it was that type of environment. I was also extremely fortunate to work
with an extraordinarily strong woman who wanted to pull me along. My boss
now, who is a male, has never wanted to stifle my growth and development, but I
feel like this does still exist.
Participant 2 further described:
I did not know this at the time but . . . a gentleman who was a graduate assistant
said something he should never have said, “I’m looking to get a full-time person. I
will have two graduate assistants if I do not get a full-time person. I will be
looking for a male if I get a full-time person. And if I get two graduate assistants,
I'll be looking for one male, one female.” So, that was interesting. And as luck
would have it, he did not get the full-time person, so I was able to apply.”
Participant 4 said,
Even to this day, there are times when I am in a meeting . . . I had two of them
today, and I am the only woman on the call. We are in a room full of Zoom
squares. It is a whole bunch of guys, and you are the only woman on the call.
Participant 4 described connections and personal relationships with male leaders as
essential to advancing one’s career. Yet, there could be drawbacks:
I think that sometimes it is the connection and the personal relationships.
Certainly, I have had mentors who were men, supervisors who were men,
colleagues that I have learned a lot from, but I do sometimes think that can
present itself as a challenge.
Participant 4 further shared her thoughts on diversity and inclusion in the sport
workplace:
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There is this inclusion, like, you are listening, and we are included, but there are
some conversations you feel like you are not fully integrated into. I think you
sometimes go into those meetings to coach yourself and remember that it is
important to focus on the work. Do your job. The proof is in the work and not
whether I am out on the golf course the next day; remember that being a popular
thing in the college space on campus . . . . Feeling like you are the only fill-in-theblank . . . . When you talk about diversity and inclusion in the workplace, there is
always, like, sure, it is great. You have a woman at the table to voice her opinion.
Sometimes the inclusion does not always feel like it is inclusion.
Participant 6 shared:
A lot of times, the male colleagues do things outside the office to get to know
each other. Golf, go to dinner . . . that is one thing I do not get caught up in. I have
a husband and a family; I will not spend time on the golf course with the three
other guys I work with. I think, a lot of times, because the female is of the
opposite sex than the males working in athletics, [it] makes it more challenging to
get to know and develop strong relationships, even with the other athletic director,
I do not want the rumor mill . . . I think it can make it challenging on women.
Participant 1 shared:
Just the networking. The good ole’ boys’ club, people do not want it to be real,
but it is. Just the opportunities people get to network and interact with different
people can reinforce [that] I have just been around White men. So, that is who I
know. That is who I am going to promote. That is who I trust. Not necessarily
intentionally, but when you point it out, and some people are humble enough, they
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will look around and say, “Oh my gosh, I am . . . that is my social circle.” Then,
some of it is intentional, I am sure.
Social Norms. Several participants shared that structural pressures, such as social
norms or shared social beliefs, were powerful drivers of behavior within the context of
the male-dominated sport culture. Participant 5 shared,
I will start with the hilarious one people say, “she does not have any experience
with football . . . she cannot be an athletic director.” I laugh because most men
that are athletic directors have not played a sport. Forget about football; they have
not played a sport, including my predecessor . . . . He was not an athlete in
college. He was not a coach in college. What qualifies him? Just because he is a
guy? That is one of the things that is, this bizarre thing that is not real. But here is
an easy one . . . . Women do not play football, so let’s make it about football.
I will say, counter to that, what helped me along the way is that people
would say “she was an athlete in college and a college coach. Therefore, she
knows what she is doing in athletics.” The fact of the matter is you do not have to
have done either one of those things. There are things that I have identified
already that help with that. And sure, I can sit in a room with a coach and say to
them, “I understand,” because I do. But we all know you do not need to have done
either one of those things to be a great leader or an athletic director. There are
these silly, fake falsehoods about how quickly women rise.
Participant 1 shared how social norms in sport are systemic:
When I look at women’s lacrosse and men’s lacrosse, men’s lacrosse plays
entirely on Saturdays except for a few midweek games with local teams that they
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can drive to later in the day, whereas women’s lacrosse must fly to . . . or bus to
places that are farther away, and they play more games. As a result, female
lacrosse players are missing more class time, their stress levels are higher, and
[there are] increased physical demands on their bodies because they are playing
more games.
We want to grow women’s sports, but at what expense? What is the cost
to the women that are playing right now? Where is that balance? Because there is
a need. We want equity in other areas that take some push in these different
spaces. Football always creates a level of inequity. Or other things such as how
facilities and practice times are scheduled. Who gets to choose first?
Participant 1 passionately expressed other glaring systemic social norms in
collegiate sport regarding succession planning for coaches of women’s sports teams
versus the succession planning for coaches of men’s sports teams at her institution:
We have gone 6 months without a women’s . . . coach. How does that happen?
Are we not putting enough money into the head coaching position to attract
people? This will be an inequitable experience because now these women have
gone 6 months without a coach and are down to only six players. They are going
to struggle this year physically. These are some things that are not matching
dollars or matching numbers of opportunity, but they are real inequities. They
would have had a plan. If this were a men’s team, they would already think about
who will replace . . . . They are already thinking about who would be on the
shortlist to replace . . . for football. Even men’s soccer . . . . They are already
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thinking about that. They are going to have a shortlist. Systemic gender inequities
in collegiate sport exist.
Participant 1 shared the opportunities and access male children of the male senior-level
administrators were afforded because of their fathers’ position of power and authority
within the athletic program at the Division I university where she was an executive leader
in sport:
There is one kid who is not a football player who has been granted privileges to
be part of the football team where he has been granted first-hand access and
opportunities to be part of the team’s pregame activities. He does not need to be
doing that. Additionally, this young man has been able to build his sports
broadcasting YouTube videos and can start his career with this insider
information. Further privileging men in sport. Would it be the same if it were a
daughter instead of a son?
Focus Area 3: Strategies, Research Question 2
What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities of
women executive leaders within the NCAA Division I athletic programs?
Category 5: Promoting Change. Promoting change emerged as the participants
shared their ideas for strategies to effectively address the challenges and barriers
associated with gender inequities within collegiate athletic programs, including those
between male and female executive leaders. Some of these strategies related to the
personal challenges they experienced, and others are thoughtful reflections on how to
approach efforts to mitigate gender inequities in collegiate sport leadership. Two themes
emerged under this category include: (a) change narrative and (b) intentionality.
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Change Narrative. Several participants spoke about inequities, barriers, and
challenges that continue to exist for women within sport despite efforts made over the
years, and strategies utilized to mitigate the obstacles. As Participant 5 shared:
We are seeing this across the industry of sport, whether it is equal pay or media
rights, this idea that men play sports, sports equals men, or men equal sports. For
whatever reason, it is not the same. We are celebrating the 50th anniversary of
Title IX, and we know there are inequities in every athletic department, including
mine.
In talking with another athletic director about equal pay . . . . People have
said the market dictates what we are paying our people. Well, the market is
fraught with gender disparities. Historical market data should not be telling us
what we are doing today. We have two different people coaching similar sports
and [they] have identical qualifications. We should pay them the same. These
gender constructs continue, and we must continue to question and fight. It takes
courage. I am in a different spot than I was in 4 years, and I feel I can fight and
challenge certain things that 2 years ago I did not feel I could. Two years ago, I
just did what I needed to do to keep my job. I finally got to a place where I must
attack and challenge this because I have a coach who has coached for 36 years,
and she has not made six figures yet. This is the dumbest thing I have ever heard.
Participant 5 shared:
Women must perform at a higher level than men to be taken seriously. In the . . .
Conference, there are [X] member institutions, with all but [X] schools led by
men. The women must be perfect with what they say, and the men do not. I see
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that in other tables I sit, whether I am with the president and his cabinet, it seems
like women must be on their A-game all the time, which can hold you back.
Participant 5 expressed the need to offer up the following:
I do think women feel like they must have achieved more to climb. And we know
this . . . . The data is out there; women will look at a job description and say,
“Wow, there’s two things on here that I have not done. Therefore I won’t apply.”
And the men are like, “There are two things I have done; therefore, I am the most
qualified person for this job.” And so, you are constantly battling with applicant
pools. There will be 80% of the applicant pool made up of men. It goes back to
this expectation of perfection. It is like, you really must be on your A-game to be
taken seriously and to be able to climb.
Participant 1 described strategies she employed to overcome challenges and
barriers experienced in her ascension to an executive leadership position within NCAA
Division I athletics stating,
I earned my bachelor’s degree and then took an internship and earned a master’s
degree, and then a PhD. I believe pursuing a PhD is one strategy of getting
authority where you can. Women and women of color are overeducated and
underpaid because that is a way of seeking out authority.
I was not focused on my personal life and did all the extra stuff for a long
time, such as the different fundraising dinners, and was present for everything
outside of the 9-to-5 worlds so I could prove myself. I did not have a good worklife balance so that I could prove myself. And I was trying to figure out how to
navigate through when to be humble enough to admit when I do not know
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something and ask questions and be willing to learn without fear of being seen as
the woman who does not know anything about sports. I have been conscious
about when and with whom I can be humble enough to ask questions . . . being
vulnerable with certain men.
Participant 5 explained that,
There will always be people trying to tear you down. If you are thinking of an
equation, you must ensure you are building yourself and protecting yourself. That
must be greater than the detractors. And the detractors are going to be plenty.
After becoming the athletic director, I began to hear from my fundraisers,
“So and so isn’t happy that there’s a female AD.” Are you freaking kidding me?
So, thankfully, I have enough people over here saying, “Don't worry . . . we got
you. We are going to prove gender has nothing to do with this.” Especially in this
role, you must do an excellent job of blocking out the noise because so many
people want your job and believe they can do it better. And they will attribute it to
gender.
Participant 4 added:
I would say not having been a Division I college athlete is something that I have
in my subconscious. There is just a level of understanding that I have been able to
gain through observing what student-athletes experience through working as a
sports administrator with coaches and hearing some of the struggles. But I always
think there is nothing like a firsthand experience in some of those things. So, I
always try to be thoughtful in that regard, too.

96

Participant 1 shared:
I dealt with, and I was stressed about, and had to work through a challenging
situation . . . . When my current boss started, there was a gentleman who had been
our area’s interim director, and I had gone to HR to talk about incidents with him.
I did not know if he would try to sabotage me somehow with the new boss or how
he would feel about it.
I just did not say anything to my new director, and I just let it play out, let
myself do my work, and let him show himself through. And it ended up working
out for the better. He left and was out of the industry for a while, and I just kept
getting promoted. So, it ended up working out. [Having] the stress of that over,
especially at one point, [with] my boss, since he and I were the two senior people,
moved our offices right next to each other. I was like, “Oh, no.” But I did not
want to throw the other guy under the bus. I just wanted to work through it. So
just navigating that, I think, was a little bit of a challenge, but I worked through it.
Participant 3 shared that not only had mentors played a significant role in her
ascension to an executive leadership position in collegiate sport, but the supportive
relationships and connections she had throughout her career served as a strategy in her
success as an executive leader in collegiate sport:
We all worked to make sure that we all moved up together. The four of us always
. . . . We just moved up together and did what we had to do. We were a force. And
so, there were no barriers because the force took care of you. We looked out for
each other.
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When I came to my current position, the barriers were some older guys
who worked here and would say things like, “You can’t do that.” I am like, “Mm,
watch me.” I won them over, but I had to work hard to win them over. I tell the
kids all the time, “I am scrappy. So, if you want something done, you just come in
and see me because we are going to scrap out of it, and we are going to figure it
out.”
Participant 3 continued to share her strategies and approaches to the challenges
and barriers she continued to encounter in her role:
I have one right now who is trying to be a barrier in my life, but as I told the
athletes, “you do not hate. You may be ambivalent” . . . and I am very ambivalent
towards this individual. My ambivalence spills over, and I think, “You are just
mud on my shoe. You cannot let those people be barriers. Because if you allow
them, then they win . . . and . . . I am never going to let someone win. Never.
Never let them win.
Participant 4 shared strategies she had employed to overcome the challenges and
barriers experienced in her ascension to an executive leadership position within the
collegiate sport:
I would say my biggest strategies are observing those people I respect and
remembering that I need to do for my staff what I think helps benefit me. Those
are two big strategies that kind of help boost your confidence.
I do try to observe those leaders that I see. It is the way that they are
managing and trying to identify what is it about them that they’re doing that
makes me want to contribute, that makes me want to go out of my way to assist in
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projects, that makes me feel like I’m included in part of this conversation, that
kind of builds your confidence to be both a contributor and somebody that’s
actively working on behalf of a goal, and then finding those things on the positive
side, and then finding those things, because sometimes you learn as much from
your supervisors as what not to do, as what to do, and pay attention to those. In
addition, paying attention to just how they made it up a chain, digging down into
some of the strategies you can employ that you see them doing that make you feel
a certain way as a supervisor, as an employer, or as an employee. Observation is
important; number one.
During a previous interview question, Participant 4 mentioned that having the
ability to work independently, while also having the ability to ask her supervisor
questions when needed was a strategy she employed with her staff:
I love the ability to be independent but also have kind of a backup if I have
questions . . . I try to do that with my staff. There is value in micromanaging . . .
there are moments where it is important to have the ability to see that growth in
your staff and allowing them to push themselves helps you. It helps strengthen
your team. It enables you to give yourself more time to be more strategic about
things and the ability to look at more long-term projects. Because when you are
stuck in the weeds, as the leader of a unit, it is hard to see the forest from the
trees.
Participant 4 shared further:
I think one of the strategies is taking a coach’s mentality of here are the X number
of people I am supervising right now. What are our goals? What are everybody's
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strengths? And how do I allow this person to grow and this person to grow?
Because it builds us all up. It helps me as a manager; it helps them continue to
grow. And there is so much value in everyone feeling like they have a place and
contributing in a way that they find valuable.
Participant 5 shared a strategy she employed to deal with the challenges and
barriers she experienced as a female executive leader in sport: “You must do an excellent
job of blocking out the noise because there are so many people that want your job, and
who believe they can do your job better. And they will attribute it to gender.”
Participant 5 further shared:
The best asset I have is the ability to block out the noise and not pay attention to
the haters. I do not go on message boards. I do not care. I do not care about those
people. The noise is real, and some say, “Well, she was a . . . coach. What does
she know about hiring a basketball coach?” And I am like, all these athletic
directors out here never played a sport or coached. But because they watch ESPN,
does that make them qualified? No. You must fight that, do the best you can, and
ignore the naysayers.
Participant 4 shared a valuable lesson from a female supervisor as she ascended to
executive leadership positions in collegiate sport when she said,
It sounds funny, but I want you to start changing the way you dress when you go
to games, especially your shoes. You always wear flat shoes that make it easy for
you to get around the building and get around the arena, but it makes you appear
that you are not delegating enough. You need to be with our high-end donors.
You need to be here.
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Participant 4 further shared this valuable lesson and professional strategy and how it
allowed her to gain confidence and be comfortable in her skin:
You must train yourself to say, “I just got this new promotion. I must leave some
of this behind, or I will never be perceived as a leader.” It was such an odd
statement, and yet such a valuable lesson, especially as I got older . . . the
importance of positioning yourself as not the secretary of the meeting, positioning
yourself was something I had to learn. It was not easy. I still catch myself
sometimes, but how you position yourself in those meetings was important.
Participant 4 offered advice to women aspiring to become executive leaders in collegiate
sport:
Focus on the work, because at the end of the day, and especially in my field, in
marketing and external, so much is based on the numbers. It is ticket revenue,
fundraising dollars, views on whether the games you are streaming, your TV
broadcast, or attendance at events. There are so many things that are based on the
numbers in an externally related field. Focus on the work. Focus on your team.
Control the controllable type of mentality. When you are going into meetings,
there are certainly going to be times, more times than not, where you are the only
woman in the Zoom squares. You are the only woman sitting at the table. But it is
a matter of doing the work you were hired to do. Because in the end, my
experience has been that that allows you to hold your ground. That will enable
them to lower the defenses of other folks that may sit at the table and say, “what
does this person know? What does she know? Why is she here?” There are times
when you feel that. No one says it aloud, but there are times that you think that.
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Taking your role as a manager or supervisor and building a team is so
essential and allowing your team to show their strengths is something that I think
contributes to doing the job you are hired to do, achieving the goals your
organization wants you to accomplish. Do not be intimidated. You were hired for
a reason. Go in and focus on the job. Do not get caught up in all the other stuff.
Do not search for reasons you do not belong because you will always find them.
True belonging comes from being yourself and bringing that person to the table.
When you are in a male-dominated industry, you hate to say it but you will feel
like an outsider sometimes. Do not look for all those times, because you will find
them more times than you are not. Focus on the work that you are doing and focus
on the people that you are working with. Because those relationships are also
important. And at the end of the day, I have had male coworkers feel insecure
about their position in certain meetings or staff dynamics. So, everybody goes
through that, and I think focusing on the work is critical.
The challenge for women, and I can think about this in politics, in sports. Pick a
profession, when a woman must be assertive and make a tough decision, it is
perceived so differently than when a man makes the same decision. You have
witnessed it in your career where this person may not be likable enough. It is a
challenging balance to push and get an organization to achieve goals and
sometimes make tough decisions or hold people accountable. I think that is
sometimes harder to do as a woman without misconceptions about it. Or there is
some colorful language that is usually used around that. And I think, no different,
and it was done 10 times gentler than it would have been in another way. Still, for
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whatever reason, the world does not always like us in that role of being assertive
and able to make tough decisions or go against the norm.
Participant 4 continued to share:
One half of the world wants you to smile more, and then you get into these
settings, and some of your best mentors will say, “be careful of seeming too
enthusiastic.” Like contain your excitement or have your enthusiasm or find a
way to manage it so you do not seem giddy or you do not seem so happy. It is like
you must play a character on TV sometimes. I just feel like I had the benefit when
I was on campus; I had nine supervisors in 20 years. Campus life changes a lot.
People get promoted and move on, and the reality is you can have male leaders
that cannot get their team to achieve at a level as a female leader, but just the
perception of it is always skewed. The perception of it is skewed. And sometimes
perception becomes a reality.
Intentionality. Several participants shared how change the narrative and
intentionality weave together as a strategy to promoting change by using intentionality in
leadership and promoting change in advancing gender equity for women in collegiate
sport leadership. Participant 4 described the issues related to hiring women leaders in
collegiate sport:
We must be so intentional in the hiring and recruiting candidates to come in. That
is where it starts. It starts with your leadership needing equity, which trickles
down to senior administrators, middle management, coaches, student-athletes, and
so on. Whether it be coaches or administrators, the hiring process is the one area
that still needs the most assistance.

103

Participant 4 further shared:
When hiring for one of our [X] number of women’s sports, having enough women
candidates in the pool . . . good women candidates and making sure that we are
focusing on hiring the best candidate, but if you have an open softball position,
and the top five resumes you are pooling are all men, are we doing ourselves a
disservice by not saying we need to expand our reach? We need to consider where
we are looking for this candidate because that is something most places can
improve upon women [in] coaching women’s sports. In some sports, some of your
best coaches are men’s coaches, and you always want to hire the best. But are we
doing our due diligence to support the pool of candidates that we are giving the
opportunity to come in and share their knowledge and experience?
Participant 5 shared:
It is important to mention there are a lot of great men out there fighting the fight.
And there must be. We have women who will not apply for job openings because
they think they are not qualified. We must change that narrative. I dream of a day
where I have a position with 50/50 men/women applicants. I never have. I could
be hiring a women’s, pick a sport, or softball coach, and it will not be 50/50
men/women applicants. It will always . . . every applicant pool I have will be
closer to 75/25 or 80/20 men/women applicants. It does not matter; even for
compliance, which is how it is. More men are applying, and there are not more
men out there. We must change that because it is hard to find the best candidate
and for there to be an equal shot that a woman is selected if you start with 80/20
men/women applicants.
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Participant 4 shared:
For a long time, the only women on the senior staff of our athletic department
were the senior women administrator and the athletic director’s executive
assistant. Everyone else was pooled in because they had some relationship with
someone. So much of this starts in the hiring process . . . being able to change the
dynamic of that table that we all sit around and make important decisions without
the benefit of having more women and people of color sitting around that table
and offering their perspectives. We do, indeed, have some equity issues, in
general. From a gender equity standpoint, at my last institution, we had more
women from a Title IX standpoint because we had more women’s sports than
men, but we had more male administrators and more men’s coaches than women.
Summary of Results
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport, the
challenges and barriers that may have impeded their ascension to executive leadership
positions, and the strategies they needed to mitigate gender inequities within NCAA
Division I athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States. The five
categories and 10 themes that emerged from the data were organized by focus areas that
aligned with the three research questions that guided this study. The first focus area, lived
experiences of female leaders in their ascension to an executive leadership position
within NCAA Division I athletic programs, includes the following categories and themes:
the first category, cultivating leadership, consists of the next two themes: (a) career
socialization and (b) agency. The second category, cultural capital, incorporates two
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themes: (a) mentorship and (b) cultural knowledge. The third category, socially
constructed gender roles, includes two themes: (a) gender stereotyping and (b) social
behaviors. The fourth category, structural pressures, includes two themes: (a) gender
inequities and (b) social norms. The fifth and final category, promoting change, includes
two themes: (a) change narrative and (b) intentionality. All categories and themes were
relevant to the experiences of the six female executive leaders who participated in this
study in advancing gender equity between men and women executive leaders within
NCAA Division I athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States.
Chapter 4 reviewed the categories and themes that emerged from the data. The
concluding chapter of this study, Chapter 5, provides a summary and interpretation of the
study’s findings while also describing the study’s limitations, implications, and
recommendations for athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners, policymakers, parents,
members of the media, sport executives, and researchers.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
Chapter 5 summarizes the research study’s results exploring the
underrepresentation of women executive leaders in collegiate sport. Implications of the
findings and the limitations of this study are discussed, along with recommendations for
athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners, policymakers, parents, members of the media,
sport executives, and researchers.
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore, describe, and
understand the underrepresentation, the challenges and barriers, and the strategies needed
to mitigate gender inequities between male and female executive leaders within the
NCAA Division I athletic programs. Understanding this research and the data collected
adds meaningful information to the literature to support practitioners in identifying
inequities and advancing policies and practices that promote equity for women aspiring to
be executive leaders in collegiate sport. Implementable and accessible calls to action are
included that athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners, policymakers, parents, members of
the media, and sport executives can adopt so that girls and women can realize their full
potential with equitable access to opportunity and to demonstrate the impact women can
have on the aspirations of future generations.
An additional purpose of this study is to address problems of (a) increasing and
improving sport participation opportunities for girls and women; (b) breaking down
barriers that prevent girls and women from participating fully in sport, especially girls
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and women from marginalized groups; and (c) addressing equal treatment of women in
sport workplaces. All of society prevails when women and girls are strong and
empowered citizens, equipped to take on the world’s challenges, and make a difference
that will last for generations to come (Staurowsky et al., 2020).
The research questions used to guide this study were:
1. What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
2. What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
3. What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities
of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
This qualitative study captured information relating to the lived experiences,
challenges and barriers, and strategies of six female executive leaders in their ascension
to an executive leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic programs. The
research developed categories and themes, which were organized by three focus areas
that align with the three identified research questions.
Implications of Findings
Five categories emerged from the data: (a) cultivating leadership, (b) cultural
capital, (c) socially constructed gender roles, (d) structural pressures, and (e) promoting
change. The categories that emerged from the data align with the literature describing
social role theory, a gender-related theoretical lens under which these issues were
examined (Eagly, 1987). The five categories were further broken down into 10 themes
that emerged from the executive leaders’ responses.
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The first focus area aligned with Research Question 1 includes two categories
regarding the lived experiences of female leaders in their ascension to an executive
leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic programs. The first category,
cultivating leadership, emerged as the participants described their career paths,
backgrounds, and experiences, including education and experiences as leaders. Two
themes were identified under this category: (a) career socialization and (b) agency. The
second category, cultural capital, incorporates two themes: (a) mentorship and
(b) cultural knowledge.
The second focus area aligned with Research Question 2 comprises two
categories relating to the challenges and barriers impacting the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. The first
category, socially constructed gender roles, includes two themes: (a) gender stereotyping
and (b) social behaviors. The second category, structural pressures, includes two themes:
(a) gender inequities and (b) social norms.
The third focus area, strategies, aligned with Research Question 3, includes one
category capturing the meaning of responses by the participants regarding the strategies
they used to mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities of women executive
leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs.
The fifth and final category, promoting change, includes two themes: (a) change
narrative and (b) intentionality.
Focus Area 1: Lived Experience
Category 1: Cultivating Leadership. Cultivating leadership emerged as the
participants described their career paths, backgrounds, and experiences, including
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education and experiences as leaders. Two themes were identified under this category: (a)
career socialization and (b) agency. The findings indicated that the participants did not
initially aspire to pursue careers in collegiate sport leadership. Alternatively, the
participants discovered their career pathways to collegiate sport leadership by cultivating
their leadership skills through several traditional and nontraditional career pathways,
varied backgrounds, and advanced degrees ranging from master’s degrees, PhDs, JDs.,
experiences, or through other channels. Although several participants were former
student-athletes, they did not pursue a career in collegiate sport leadership as a career
path because they did not necessarily know that collegiate sport leadership was a career
path. Rather, they acquired this knowledge because of their intended career pursuit
roadblocks, exploring career options, and pursuing personal interests. This socialization
impacted their career choice over time as external influences made way for their career
aspirations in collegiate sport leadership.
The study participants described their ability to cultivate leadership throughout
their careers within collegiate sport through discipline, effort, core values, flexibility, and
gaining relevant job experiences in their career advancement of working as executive
leaders within NCAA Division I collegiate sport programs. Gaining relevant job
experience was essential to the women’s career advancement in collegiate sport
leadership (Taylor & Hardin, 2016). Gaining relevant job experience is critical for
women when cultivating leadership and agency. Agency (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), which
is defined as the capacity, condition, or state of acting or exerting power, captured the
beliefs of the participants regarding what is essential for women to develop and to have
the ability to ascend to an executive leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic
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programs. Several participants described the lessons they learned from being lifelong
athletes, such as teamwork, communication, resiliency, perseverance, and creativity, as
having played a role in their success throughout college and their careers. The
participants further described not knowing anything like sport, which can be created in a
classroom, seminars, etc., providing the same level of meaningful practice as sport
allows.
Hancock et al. (2018a) examined the perceived gendered nature of work. The
subsequent segregation of positions in a sport organization implies that men and women
pursue or align their career paths based on gender. However, few studies explore how
men and women select a career in sports management, entry into intercollegiate athletic
administration, and the role of gender in career selection. The Hancock et al. (2018a)
study findings encouraged additional examination of the career aspirations of individuals
within the sports industry, such as future research in the gender and career socialization
subject area should aim to explore gender differences throughout various career
aspirations of men and women (e.g., athletic director or senior woman administrator;
athletic director of a Division I school versus a non-Division I school).
Hancock et al. (2018a) suggested that future research on the organizational
structure of an athletic department could be examined, highlighting the various supports
and barriers to career growth for men and women athletic administrators. Hancock et al.
(2018a) also suggested determining how multiple barriers might differ for men and
women and how these barriers might influence their career aspirations. Similarly,
Hancock et al. (2018a) suggested future research should also investigate the perceptions
of existing sporting industry employees of these barriers and how these perceptions might
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differ for men and women. This research may help to gauge better additional factors that
may influence the career aspirations of men and women within the sports industry.
Category 2: Cultural Capital. Cultural capital, incorporates two themes:
(a) mentorship and (b) cultural knowledge. Previous literature has shown that the
challenges and barriers identified that women working within collegiate sport have
experienced ideologies about sports participation, stereotyping of leaders, and
discrimination issues. Gendered organizational cultures, including those unsupportive of
work-life balance, contradictory practices that influence the hiring and retention of
women in leadership positions, the lack of knowledge about available opportunities, and
the lack of role models and mentors, have been identified as reasons for the
underrepresentation of women in intercollegiate sport (Bower et al., 2015; Burton, 2015;
Hancock & Hums, 2016; Taylor & Hardin, 2016; Walker & Bopp, 2010; Walker &
Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
The participants of this study shared how the role of mentorship assisted them in
gaining knowledge and exposure to opportunities for women to ascend to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. This is consistent with
previous research indicating mentorship assisted women in advancing their collegiate
sport leadership careers (Hancock & Hums, 2016). One participate described the role of
mentors at critical points throughout her life, whether a mentor, a coach, or an advocate,
as having served in a capacity as thought partners. These were people who were
coaching, challenging, and stretching the participant. Multiple participants indicated that
having good mentors allowed them to grow and work independently while also having
the ability to utilize their mentors’ established open-door policy to work through issues to
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take actionable steps toward a resolution. The participants described the flexibility of
guidance and independence as being a critical role of the mentors throughout their
careers. Multiple participants indicated the role of mentors as having had an impact on
their ability to create opportunities for career advancement. These findings indicate the
female participants had access to the cultural knowledge and cultural capital necessary to
ascend to executive-level leadership roles within collegiate sport.
Category 3: Socially Constructed Gender Roles. Socially constructed gender
roles emerged from the data analysis as the participants described the challenges and
barriers regarding women leaders in sport, unsupportive work-life, and stereotypical
gender roles that impacted the women in their ascension to executive leadership positions
within NCAA Division I athletic programs. Two themes identified under this category
were: (a) gender stereotyping and (b) social behaviors.
The findings indicated inequities exist in collegiate sport leadership that impact a
sizeable societal population based on gender (Adriaanse & Claringbould, 2016; Burton,
2015; Staurowsky, 2016; Walker & Bopp, 2010; Walker et al., 2011; Walker & SartoreBaldwin, 2013). Previous research focused on gender roles and the ways gender acts to
constrain women in their career advancement in collegiate sport leadership (Taylor &
Wells, 2016, 2017). While women shared how they ascended to executive leadership
positions in collegiate sport, several acknowledged that women leaders experience
unsupportive work-life balance due in part to the underrepresentation of women in
positions of power and influence within sport and that women are often overrepresented
in lower-level leadership positions within intercollegiate athletics. Multiple participants
described gender stereotyping as consistent with previous literature indicating a culture of
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masculinity and stereotyping within collegiate sport (Hancock et al., 2018; Taylor &
Hardin, 2016).
The participants cited three broad areas representing stereotypical gender roles
within the sport industry, which they described as “built-in or socially constructed,”
suggesting “where do women belong?” and “how do women belong in sport leadership?”
The participants stated that “women in sport get pigeonholed”; and the SWA title
designation as impeding women’s ascension to executive leadership roles within NCAA
Division I athletic programs.
The participants discussed women as being “pigeonholed in sport leadership
roles” and being in stereotypical gender roles in sport regarding professional titles,
including pigeonholed into the internal side of sport leadership such as in human
resources, academic support, life skills, students-athlete advisory committee, compliance,
athletic training, as opposed to marketing, broadcast rights, and alumni relations. One
participant described stereotypical gender roles in sport when she stated, “you see the
divide” and described stereotypical gender roles as being like “coin sorters.” “You are
going to be a nickel. You are going to be a dime. We are all going to keep separate.”
Similarly, another participant indicated that the SWA title designation itself can be a
barrier, indicating that is where women are supposed to be, or that is the most senior level
position you can get as a woman. The participant shared the following experience to
describe the SWA title designation as a barrier,
There was this athletic director’s’ voicemail message that said, “I am out of the
office. If you need to get a hold of someone, contact Judy, the Senior Women’s
Administrator.” I called him and said, “Listen, you need to understand this is what
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the SWA is; it is not the Senior Women’s [emphasis added] Administrator. It is
the Senior Woman [emphasis added] Administrator.”
This participant felt she needed to educate this particular male leader on what the SWA
title designation actually is and what it is not. The participant indicated that the SWA title
designation does not mean the SWA is in the room with regard to making decisions that
benefit the entire athletic department, rather, they are fulfilling the criteria they must meet
at the collegiate level, with the senior woman administrator’s decision-making authority
in name only. Another participant discussed the ways in which the SWA title designation
was a stereotypical gender role,
The SWA role, as the highest-ranking female, naturally put me more on the
women’s side of things. However, I now oversee all Olympic sports, including
men’s sports. There is good and bad of having the SWA designation because you
know you are going to have someone with a seat at the table, however, it is also a
way of having someone dealing with those matters such as Title IX and women’s
basketball and other women’s sports, and not necessarily encouraging women to
go to the other side, if you will.
Category 4: Structural Pressures. Structural pressures emerged from the data
analysis as the participants described the challenges and barriers regarding women
leaders in sport, unsupportive work-life, and stereotypical gender roles that impact
women in their ascension to executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I
athletic programs. Two themes identified under this category include: (a) gender
inequities and (b) social norms. The findings indicated that several participants expressed
gender inequities and social norms that influenced the underrepresentation of female
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executive leaders in collegiate sport, that included the “good ole boys’ club” and “silly
fake falsehoods,” which are consistent with previous research regarding hegemonic
masculinity and organizational structures that influence leadership within collegiate sport
leadership (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Burton, 2015; Cunningham, 2010; Hancock &
Hums, 2016; Yiamouyiannis & Osborne, 2012).
The participants discussed ongoing instances of gender inequities that ranged
from the “good old boys’ club,” in which a male colleague was able to informally
network and build personal connections and relationships with other male colleagues on
the golf course, enabling him to advance his career. At the same time, exclusionary
practices failed to afford her the same opportunities to informally network with the other
male executive leaders who were in positions of power and influence. Other participants
discussed being the only female executive leaders in the room full of Zoom squares. They
shared this so-called “inclusion” because “we are included in the meeting yet not feel
fully integrated.” Another example of gender inequities shared by the participants is the
idea that women are unable to be athletic directors because they are unqualified to
oversee football, having never played the sport. Yet,
Most male athletic directors never played a sport. Forget about football; they
never played a sport. What qualified him to be an athletic director? Just because
he is a guy or because he watches ESPN? Women do not play football, so the
males making decisions make it about football.
One participant described the gender inequities as “silly fake falsehoods” that impede
how women ascend in collegiate sport leadership.
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Another participant shared gender inequities relating to men and women’s
lacrosse teams and the fact that men’s teams play their games entirely on weekends with
a few exceptions of local games on weekdays. The women’s teams also must take a bus
or fly to games that are farther away and miss more class time, thus creating higher levels
of stress and increased physical demands on their bodies as well.
Another shared example of gender inequities in collegiate sport was the
succession planning for coaches of women’s sports teams versus the succession planning
for coaches of men’s sports teams at a participant’s institution. One of the women’s
programs at a participant’s institution had been without a women’s coach for several
months, creating an inequitable experience for female athletes. The participant expressed
that it was not an issue of matching dollars or matching numbers of opportunities to be in
compliance, rather, “there are fundamental inequities and it would not be happening if
this were a men’s program serving male athletes.” The participant further discussed that
if “this were a men’s team, they would have had a plan. They already have a plan in place
for who will be replacing several men’s coaches of male athletic teams.” These gender
inequities maintain an environment of hegemonic masculinity within collegiate sport
(Walker & Bopp, 2010, Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
Category 5: Promoting Change. Promoting change emerged as the participants
shared their ideas for strategies to effectively address the challenges and barriers
associated with gender inequities within collegiate athletic programs, including those
between men and women executive leaders. Some of these strategies are related to the
personal challenges experienced, and others are thoughtful reflections on how to

117

approach efforts to mitigate gender inequities in collegiate sport leadership. The two
themes that emerged under this category include: change narrative and intentionality.
Change Narrative. Several participants spoke of the inequities that continued to
exist for women within sport despite efforts made over the years across the industry of
sport. One participant discussed that whether it is equal pay or media rights, this idea that
men play sports, sports equals men, or men equal sports. For whatever reason, it is not the
same for women. As we celebrate the 50th anniversary of Title IX, there are known
inequities in every athletic department. The participant described a discussion with
another athletic director about equal pay for men and women in sport, citing the market is
fraught with gender disparities and that historical market data should not be informing
decisions regarding the terms of commensurate compensation for men and women
working in similar roles and with similar, if not identical, qualifications. The participant
indicated all must continue to question and fight to challenge these gender constructs, and
that it takes courage to do so.
Similarly, another participant discussed issues relating to gender equity in sport
leadership that begin with the intentionality of the recruitment and hiring of women
leaders as a means of creating and sustaining gender equity in sport and promoting
change. The participant discussed this level of intentionality begins at the executive level
of leadership, and it will broadly impact senior administrators, middle management,
coaches, and student-athletes. The participant further described the hiring process of
administrators or coaching staff as the one area that still needs the most attention. Having
enough qualified women candidates in the pool with a focus on hiring the best candidate
for the position is essential to promoting change. If, when pooling candidates produces an
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all-male list of candidates, those searching for candidates should examine whether or not
the they are doing a disservice by not examining where they are looking for candidates
and how well they are looking for candidates.
Then, taking actionable steps toward expanding the search and creating a farther
reach in obtaining the best candidate for the job, while also improving the diversity,
equity, and inclusion of the organization and those one serves. The participant shared that
practicing due diligence when recruiting and hiring women can play a role in improving
the representation of women coaching women’s sports, by considering where to look for
candidates because that is an area most institutions can improve upon, women coaching
women’s sports. In some sports, some of the best coaches are men’s coaches, and
organizations want to hire the best, but in practicing due diligence to support a pool of
candidates, the opportunity to share their knowledge and experience changes the narrative
when promoting change in collegiate sport leadership.
Change narrative to promote change in the male-dominated field of collegiate
sport leadership was shared by another participant who indicated that there are great men
out there fighting the fight, and that there must be men in executive leadership roles who
are accepting and supportive of women aspiring to become executive leaders in collegiate
sport, advocating for women in their ascension to these roles. The support and
mentorship of male colleagues is consistent with previous literature on the career
experiences of women in collegiate sport leadership, and the influence of mentorship in
career advancement opportunities (Hancock & Hums, 2016). The participant discussed
that women will not apply for job openings because they think they are not qualified,
stating, that they have to “change the narrative” to effectuate and promote change in
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collegiate sport leadership. The participant indicated that more men are applying for the
jobs, and there are not more men out there, the narrative must change to create equitable
opportunities for both men and women to apply for these positions.
Similarly, another participant described equity issues that exist within collegiate
sport leadership regarding recruitment and hiring of candidates may be the result of the
candidates being pooled based on a relationship they had with someone, with so much of
it starting in the hiring process. Previous research found that these challenges are like
those faced by women in other male-dominated industries and they fall into the principle
of similarity. Research has shown that people will hire others like themselves. In this
case, men hire other men (Taylor & Hardin, 2016). Previous research revealed that
organizational culture also impacts women’s experiences in sports organizations, as
cultures of similarity marginalize women, and those marginalization’s are
institutionalized within sports organizations. Discrimination can be reinforced when
agreed-upon ways of operating within organizations become institutionalized and
accepted (Cunningham & Sagas, 2007). The participant indicated that,
Changing the dynamic of that table that we all sit around and making important
decisions without the benefit of having more women and people of color sitting
around that table and offering their perspectives fails to change the narrative in
promoting change.
Limitations
A qualitative descriptive approach was used in this study to provide a
“comprehensive summary of an event or experience in everyday terms of that event or
experience” (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 336) that related to women executive leaders in
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collegiate sport. Qualitative methodologies lend themselves toward thoughtful
exploration, such as when issues of interest are complex, have variables or concepts that
are not easily measured, or involve listening to populations who have traditionally been
silenced, such as women who are underrepresented in collegiate sport leadership within
NCAA Division I athletic programs (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Creswell, 2013).
This qualitative descriptive study provided the opportunity to explore, understand,
and describe the lived experiences, challenges and barriers, and strategies of women in
their ascension to an executive leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic
programs. However, this study had the following limitations:
The sample size of six participants was considered a criteria sample, as the six
female participants met a predetermined set of characteristics. Participation in the study
was voluntary, and the six female executive leaders agreed to be interviewed. The sample
size and narrow geographic area of the East Coast of the United States limits the
transferability of the study results. Considering the results of a qualitative study are
understood within the context of the particular characteristics of the organization, which
may include as this study does, demographic and geographic characteristics, such as
NCAA Division I athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
An exploration of other areas of inequities within collegiate sport and executive
leadership positions, such as racism, homophobia, and heterosexism, need to be
examined for the intersectionality of participant diversity. Although this study focused on
the challenges, barriers, and strategies of women executive leaders in their ascension to
an executive leadership position within NCAA Division I collegiate sport, it would have
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been advantageous to uncover the effects of socially constructed gender roles and
structural pressures on an individual’s identity and leadership ability from the perspective
of male NCAA Division I executive leaders at all levels of analysis to help identify how
the intersection of gender, race, sexual orientation, class, or disability influences access to
opportunities in sport leadership positions. Although the participants were genuinely
willing to participate in this study and agreed to be interviewed via Zoom given the
COVID-19 restrictions, had the interviews been conducted in person, the participant
responses and dynamic of the interviews may have influenced the participants’ responses.
Prior to the start of the interviews, the researcher and participants established a rapport
that allowed the participants to feel safe and comfortable during the interview process.
Recommendations
There is much to be done to address the issues identified in this study. Several
steps can be taken by athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners and policymakers, parents,
members of the media, sport executives, and researchers for future research that can
break down the challenges and barriers and address equal treatment in sport workplaces
and continue to promote women in sport leadership roles to improve and enhance Title
IX compliance at all levels of collegiate sport.


Increase the visibility of successful female role models and mentors by

embracing the positive impact they have on the career aspirations of young women and
girls in sport.


Implement educational programs emphasizing team building and inclusion

within sport organizations. Develop more methods, opportunities, and outreach for young
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women and girls to become informed and educated regarding the ways in which they can
become involved in sport as athletes, coaches, administrators, and executives.


Provide funding, support, and research utilizing advanced research methods

and data to identifying the challenges and barriers that impede young women and girls’
full access and opportunities to participate and work in sport, including research
examining intersectionality. Develop and foster welcoming, inclusive, and supportive
opportunities for young women and girls through a diverse, equitable, and inclusive lens
when developing policy and implementation for practice.


Prioritize the implementation of mandatory education and training of all

coaches regarding the mental, emotional, and physical abuse of athletes by establishing
policies and practices that condemn the such abuse of athletes, including so-called
“motivational techniques.” Develop and implement policies to protect athletes and staff
from sexual harassment. Develop and implement mentoring and sponsorship programs
for new and midlevel leaders. Develop and implement educational programs and
trainings for all athletes, coaches, and athletic personnel, including executive leaders,
about the importance of mental health, including the signs and symptoms and how and
where to get help for themselves or others. Proactive measures to destigmatize mental
health disorders will enable athletes and staff members to feel safe and supportive.


Improve ongoing and systematic monitoring to ensure all colleges and

universities receiving federal funding to designate a Title IX coordinator with the
continued enforcement of the law’s requirements. Provide training for Title IX
coordinators to ensure they are educated on the requirements and implementation
strategies, working closely with athletic department staff members, to ensure that athletic
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gender equity issues are monitored and not overlooked. Establish a vehicle to empower
student-athletes, coaches, and administrators to communicate concerns over inequitable
practices within athletic departments.


Conduct an audit at the college and university level to review gender

composition to identify areas of imbalance, such as organizational structure, promotion
practices, and pay structure, within organizations to access gender equality and
opportunities for advancement. Examine organizational norms, practices, and policies
that continue to perpetuate male dominance and female subordination in positions of
power and influence and revise organizational policies and practices that contribute to
gender inequities within organizations.


Conduct organizational audits to evaluate role definitions and position

descriptions to identify gender-specific indicators to reduce gender bias and
discriminatory practices in the workplace. Create hiring committees with diverse
representation to mitigate gender promotional practices. Establish a college or university
task force that includes all stakeholders across organizations to create institutional
solutions to gender bias, stereotyping, and discrimination within athletic departments,
including recruitment, hiring, and retention to ensure equitable opportunities for women.


Expand the reach of recruiting diverse pools of applicants that must include an

intentionality of diversity of the administrators and search committee members.
Administrators and committee members must be educated on inclusive hiring practices to
overcome implicit bias.


Create targets of opportunity for women hires, such as hiring a women when a

man retires, or hire a women when a women leaves a position. Create transparent review
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and audit practices related to salary negotiations to remove gendered-biased recruitment
and retention practices. Utilize a gender-equity lens when in all decisions are related to
fundraising, marketing, management, and administration.


Identify gender-specific barriers to opportunities and access for career

advancement for women in sport. Mentoring and sponsorship provide a foundation for
women to learn from experienced and knowledgeable professionals, including male allies
who have the power and reach out and help women advance to change the homologous
reproduction of sport organizations. Create workplaces that are supportive of parents,
families, and those who have caretaker responsibilities.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore, describe, and understand the
underrepresentation of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I collegiate
athletic programs, the challenges and barriers that may impede their ascension to
executive leadership positions, and the strategies needed to mitigate gender inequities
between male and female executive leaders within the NCAA Division I athletic
programs located on the East Coast of the United States. The framework of social role
theory was used to guide and examine the research questions. The significance of this
study is its contribution to colleges and universities and education practitioners in helping
to identify inequities and advance policies and practices that promote equity for females
aspiring to be executive leaders in collegiate sport. The findings add to the literature
regarding collegiate sport leadership and inform colleges, universities, and NCAA
governance with knowledge and a plan for change.
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The overall design of this study was a qualitative, descriptive exploration of the
underrepresentation of women in collegiate sport leadership. This qualitative descriptive
study examined the topic through a practitioner’s lens of open-ended inquiry. Research
focusing on the collection and analysis of data will support practitioners in identifying
inequities and advancing policies and practices that promote equity for females aspiring
to be executive leaders in collegiate sport.
The research regarding the underrepresentation of women executive leaders
within NCAA Division I athletic programs provides an opportunity to explore further
how NCAA Division I colleges and universities are implementing strategies to mitigate
the inequities between men and women executive leaders within NCAA Division I
athletic programs. This qualitative descriptive research study answered the following
research questions:
1. What is the lived experience of women in their ascension to an executive
leadership position within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
2. What challenges and barriers may impede the ascension of women to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
3. What strategies may mitigate the challenges and barriers to gender inequities
of women executive leaders within NCAA Division I athletic programs?
The qualitative data were collected through six individual semi-structured
interviews with female executive leaders who, at the time of the study, worked as
commissioners, athletic directors, deputy athletic directors, associate athletic directors,
assistant athletic directors, or senior woman administrators within NCAA Division I
athletic programs located on the East Coast of the United States. Semi-structured
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interviews using an interview protocol were the sole instrument for the data collection in
this study.
This research study was conducted utilizing NCAA Division I athletic programs
located on the East Coast of the United States. The context is essential because Division I
schools have the most prominent student bodies among the three NCAA divisions,
manage the most significant athletic budgets, and offer the highest number of athletic
scholarships. Many Division I schools are located on the East Coast of the United States
(NCAA, 2021).
Interviews were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed for accuracy. The
transcriptions were read and reread by the researcher to become familiar and develop a
deeper understanding of the data. The researcher used a descriptive coding method to
intensively study the data, which provided the researcher with codes or themes for further
investigation (Saldaña, 2016).
The findings suggest four themes to illustrate the lived experiences of women in
executive leadership positions within the NCAA Division I collegiate sport that is located
on the East Coast of the United States: (a) career socialization, (b) agency, (c)
mentorship, and (d) cultural knowledge. The findings revealed that the participants did
not initially aspire to pursue careers in collegiate sport leadership, however, they found
their career pathways to collegiate sport leadership by cultivating leadership through
several traditional and nontraditional career pathways, varied backgrounds, and advanced
degrees ranging from master’s degrees to PhDs to JDs, and experiences, or through other
channels. Although several participants were former student-athletes, they did not pursue
careers in collegiate sport leadership because they did not necessarily know that
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collegiate sport leadership was viable career path. Rather, they acquired this knowledge
because of their intended career pursuit roadblocks, exploring career options, and
pursuing personal interests. This socialization, over time, impacted their career choice as
external influences made way for their career aspirations in collegiate sport leadership.
The study participants described their ability to cultivate leadership throughout
their careers within collegiate sport through discipline, effort, core values, flexibility, and
gaining relevant job experiences in their career advancement of working as executive
leaders within NCAA Division I collegiate sport programs. Gaining relevant job
experience was essential to the women’s career advancement in collegiate sport
leadership (Taylor & Hardin, 2016). Gaining relevant job experience is critical for
women when cultivating leadership and agency. Agency, which is defined as the
capacity, condition, or state of acting or exerting power, captured the beliefs (MerriamWebster, n.d.). of the participants regarding what is essential for women to develop and
to have the ability to ascend to an executive leadership position within NCAA Division I
athletic programs. Several participants described lessons learned from being a lifelong
athlete, such as teamwork, communication, resiliency, perseverance, and creativity, as
having played a role in their success throughout college and their careers.
Hancock et al. (2018a) examined the perceived gendered nature of work. The
subsequent segregation of positions in sport organizations implies that men and women
pursue or align career paths based on gender. However, few studies explore how men and
women select a career in sports management, entry into intercollegiate athletic
administration, and the role of gender in career selection. The Hancock et al. (2018a)
study findings encouraged additional examination of the career aspirations of individuals
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within the sports industry, such as future research in the gender and career socialization
subject area aiming to explore gender differences throughout various career aspirations of
men and women (e.g., athletic director or senior woman administrator; athletic director of
a Division I school versus a non-Division I school).
Hancock et al. (2018a) suggested that future research on the organizational
structure of an athletic department could be examined, highlighting the various supports
and barriers to career growth for men and women athletic administrators. The authors
also suggested determining how multiple barriers might differ for men and women and
how these might influence their career aspirations. Similarly, Hancock et al. (2018b)
suggested future research should also investigate the perceptions of existing sporting
industry employees regarding these barriers and how the perceptions might differ for men
and women. This current research may help to gauge better additional factors that may
influence the career aspirations of men and women within the sports industry.
Previous literature has shown that the women working within collegiate sport
have experienced ideologies about sports participation, stereotyping of leaders, and
discrimination issues. Gendered organizational cultures, including those that are
unsupportive of work-life balance, that allow contradictory practices to influence the
hiring and retention of women in leadership positions, that have a lack of knowledge
about available opportunities, and that lack of role models and mentors, have been
identified as reasons for the underrepresentation of women in intercollegiate sport
(Bower et al., 2015; Burton, 2015; Hancock & Hums, 2016; Taylor & Hardin, 2016;
Walker & Bopp, 2010; Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013).
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The participants in this study shared how the role of mentorship assisted them in
gaining knowledge and exposure to opportunities for women to ascend to executive
leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs. This is consistent with
previous research indicating mentorship assisting women in advancing their collegiate
sport leadership careers (Hancock & Hums, 2016). As one participate described the role
of mentors at critical points throughout her life, whether as a mentor, a coach, or an
advocate, they served in the capacity as thought partners. The individuals coached,
challenged, and stretched the participant. Multiple participants indicated that having good
mentors allowed them to grow and work independently while also having the ability to
utilize their mentors’ established open-door policy to work through issues to take
actionable steps toward resolutions. The participants also described flexibility of
guidance and independence as being a critical role of the mentors throughout their
careers. Multiple participants indicated the role of mentors as having had an impact on
their ability to create opportunities for career advancement. These findings indicate that
the female participants had access to the cultural capital necessary to ascend to executivelevel leadership roles within collegiate sport.
Previous research on gender roles and the ways gender acts to constrain women in
their career advancement in collegiate sport leadership is consistent with the challenges
and barriers the participants described regarding women leaders in sport. The participants
described socially constructed gender roles, such as unsupportive work-life, gender
stereotyping, and social behaviors, that impacted the women in their ascension to
executive leadership positions within NCAA Division I athletic programs (Taylor &
Wells, 2016; Taylor & Wells, 2017).
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Several participants expressed gender inequities and social norms that influence
the underrepresentation of female executive leaders in collegiate sport, that include the
“good ole boys’ club” and “silly fake falsehoods,” which are consistent with previous
research regarding hegemonic masculinity and organizational structures that influence
leadership within collegiate sport leadership (Acosta & Carpenter, 2014; Burton, 2015;
Cunningham, 2010; Hancock & Hums, 2016; Yiamouyiannis & Osborne, 2012).
Promoting change emerged as the participants shared their ideas for strategies to
effectively address the challenges and barriers associated with gender inequities within
collegiate athletic programs, including those between men and women executive leaders.
They discussed that issues related to gender equity in sport leadership begins with the
intentionality in the recruitment and hiring of women leaders as a means of creating and
sustaining gender equity in sport and promoting change. The participants shared
intentionality as a strategy that begins at the executive level of leadership that will
broadly impact senior administrators, middle management, coaches, and student-athletes.
Some of these strategies are related to the personal challenges they experienced, and
others are thoughtful reflections the participants shared regarding how to approach efforts
to mitigate gender inequities in collegiate sport leadership.
Understanding this research and the data collected will serve to provide
meaningful information to support practitioners in identifying inequities and advancing
policies and practices that promote equity for women aspiring to be executive leaders in
collegiate sport. Additionally, understanding this research will serve to provide
implementable and accessible calls to action that athletes, citizens, coaches, practitioners,
policymakers, parents, members of the media, sport executives, and researchers can adopt
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so that girls and women can realize their full potential. This can only happen when such
females are afforded equitable access to opportunity and the impact those women’s
achievements can have on the aspirations of future generations.
An additional purpose of this study will serve to aid in addressing problems of
(a) increasing and improving sport participation opportunities for girls and women;
(b) breaking down barriers that prevent girls and women from participating fully in sport,
especially girls and women from marginalized groups; (c) improving and enhancing
Title IX compliance at the college level; (d) addressing equal treatment in sport
workplaces; and (e) increasing media coverage of women’s sports. All of society prevails
when women and girls are strong and empowered citizens, equipped to take on the
world’s challenges, and make a difference that will last for generations to come
(Staurowsky et al., 2020).
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Appendix A
Introduction/Recruitment Email
Dear ________________ (Executive Leader)
As a doctoral candidate in the Executive Leadership (EdD) program at St. John
Fisher College, I am conducting research that is related to the underrepresentation of
women executive leaders in collegiate sport. Specifically, it is a qualitative descriptive
study on the effects of social role theory and its impact on the underrepresentation of
women executive leaders in collegiate sport. Previous research has examined potential
causes for this underrepresentation. However, this study will explore this phenomenon
from the perspective of gender inequities toward women in executive leadership roles in
collegiate sport. To further understand the underrepresentation of women executive
leaders in collegiate sport, one must explore further the ascension of women to executive
leadership positions to mitigate gender inequities between male and female leaders within
the collegiate sport. Research focusing on the collection and analysis of this data will
support practitioners in identifying gender inequities and advancing policies and practices
that promote equity for females aspiring to be executive leaders in collegiate sport.
The purpose of this letter is to request your assistance by agreeing to participate in
this study because you fall within the specific criteria that would enable you to speak in
great depth about the challenges and barriers, and perceptions of being a Female and an
Executive Leader within the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I
athletic program. Intercollegiate leaders who are interested in participating in this study
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will respond to the recruitment email that they are (a) female, (b) currently in an
executive leadership position within an NCAA Division I athletic program, (c) currently
in a position of Commissioner, Athletic Director (AD), Deputy Athletic Director (AD),
Associate Athletic Director (AD), Assistant Athletic Director (AD), or Senior Woman
Administrator (SWA), (d) an executive leader in a college or university located on the
East Coast of the United States. The five to 10 women chosen for this study will be
required to currently hold an executive leadership position within an NCAA Division
college or university or governance body located on the East Coast of the United States,
as evidenced by the NCAA Division I directory of executive leaders. Working with my
Executive Mentor, with her full support in this research study, will provide me with
access to the potential participant pool of women executive leaders within NCAA
Division I athletic programs.
If you respond to this email, you will be asked to participate in one recorded
interview via Zoom with the researcher that will last 30–45 minutes; only the audio
recording will be saved from the interview. You may keep your camera on or turn it off
during this Zoom interview. Your information will be confidential and will not be linked
to the results of this study; names, colleges, and universities will not be identified in any
transcripts, manuscripts, or publications of this research. Your participation would be
strictly voluntary, and you may opt out of the interview at any time without
repercussions.
The interview questions were derived from the study’s research questions and a
literature review on women in collegiate sport leadership positions. The questions that
will be included are about career paths, perspectives on reasons for the
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underrepresentation of women in executive leadership, perspectives on how social role
theory may have contributed to underrepresentation, gender inequities you may have
encountered, strategies you may have employed to overcome gender inequities, and
advice you would give other women who aspire to obtain executive leadership positions
within collegiate sport.
Please contact me if you are willing to participate in this study, and please let me
know if you have any questions. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Loretta G.
Quigley, Dissertation Chair, at (___-___-____) or ________@sjfc.edu.
I appreciate your consideration in participating in this research study. Your
experiences as an executive leader in collegiate sport will contribute to the further
understanding of how to support practitioners in identifying gender inequities and
advancing policies and practices that promote equity for females aspiring to be leaders in
collegiate sport.

Thank you for your time.

Karen Liparulo
(___) ___-____
________@sjfc.edu
Doctoral Candidate
St. John Fisher College
Rochester, NY
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol
Study Title: “Chasing Equity: Challenges, Barriers, and Strategies of Women Executive
Leaders in Collegiate Sport Administration”
Date/Time of Interview: ___________________________
Interviewer: Karen A. Liparulo
Participant Pseudonym: ___________________________
Introduction:
Thank you for participating in this study.
This study aims to gain a deeper understanding of your experiences in your
ascension to an executive leadership position in collegiate sport. Given that women are
underrepresented in collegiate sport leadership, I will ask you open-ended questions
focused on your experiences, any challenges, or barriers you may have experienced, and
any strategies used in your ascension to an executive leadership position in collegiate
sport. This interview will be recorded to capture your responses accurately and
transcribed later. The information you share will be confidential, and your name will not
appear on any documents relating to this study. Do you have any questions before we
start?
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Confirmation of Consent:
Before we start, I want to ensure you have reviewed the consent form. Please indicate
your consent to participate in this study.

Interview Questions:
1. To what do you attribute your success as an executive leader in collegiate sport?
2. Tell me about your career path to obtain your current executive leadership
position. (Follow up if needed.) Include experiences, education, and professional
positions.
3. Describe the challenges and barriers women face in collegiate athletic
departments.
4. How do you perceive that socially constructed gender roles may have contributed
to the underrepresentation of women as executive leaders in collegiate sport?
5. Describe how these socially constructed gender roles might have influenced your
career path.
6. Describe the challenges and barriers you experienced in your ascension to an
executive leadership position in collegiate sport.
7. What strategies have you employed to overcome the challenges and barriers you
experienced in your ascension to an executive leadership position in collegiate
sport?
8. Describe gender equity issues you have observed in collegiate athletic
departments.
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9. What advice would you give other women who aspire to obtain executive
leadership positions in collegiate sport?
10. Do you have anything else to add?
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